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ABSTRACT

Beginning from  the proposition that, in M arshall M cL u h an ’s words, “the 

m edium  is the m essage,” and  assum ing th a t each m edium  ultim ately constitutes a 

hum an-built env ironm ent, I study, chart the contours, and  theorize, the musical and 

social p receden ts/consequences o f the “environm ent” o f the N etw ork o f R ecording 

Practice —  w hich is w h a t I call the “com m unications system ” o f  m aking and  hearing 

music recordings —  as a musical interpellation o f the industrial p rocedure o f 

transduction. W orking  with m edia ecologists such as H aro ld  A dam s Innis, (especially) 

M arshall M cL uhan and  Neil Postm an, and defending their w ork against charges o f 

“technological determ in ism ” and “theoretical totalitarianism ,” w hich are currently 

leveled as a m atte r o f  course by m any analysts o f R ecord ing  Practice, I ultimately 

outline and  elucidate a structure for R ecord ing  Practice, specifically, a “small-world” 

netw ork structure. I conclude that R ecording Practice finally constitutes nothing less 

than  a constituent m ethod  o f the capitalist m ode o f p roduction , w hich dem ands the 

aggressive deletion o f h um an  specificity in all the m usical com m unications that it 

enables.
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“No sufficiently powerful record player can be perfect, in the sense o f  being able to reproduce 

every possible soundfrom a record” (Hofstadter 1979, 86). I f  the rightfrequency sounds, 

the record player automatically self-destructs.

Sculptures.

For this dissertation, “m usic” is defined as “sculpted m atte r .” M aking and 

hearing “m usic,” no m atte r how variously this is done, is always, fundam entally, 

sculpting m atte r and  hearing  sculpted m atter. T h a t is, sculpting m atter, and noting 

sculpted m atter, is the substantive basis o f  all musical practice, the very same thing 

tha t people w ho m ake and  hear “m usic” do, no m atter how  variously they do so.

T o  sculpt m atte r into “m usic,” or, to make “m usic,” one m ust take recourse to 

either (i) their bodies (as vocalists do) o r (ii) certain  “tools” w hich they consider to be, o r 

which they think m ight be, appropriate  for m aking m usic (these “ tools” are often 

referred to as “m usical instrum ents”). T o  note a “m usical” sculpture, or, to hear 

“m usic,” one m ust situate oneself w ithin earshot o f  a  “m usical” sculpture. “M usic,” as 

a genre o f hum an  com m unications, is a product o f  these two rela ted , seemingly simple 

acts.

U ntil Ju n e  o f  1877, w hen T hom as Alva Edison finished w ork  on his prototype 

for the phonograph , there  was only one kind o f  m atter which could  be sculpted into 

“m usic,” nam ely, sonic phenom enon, or, acoustic energy. Before the phonograph, 

“musicians” w ere people w ho took recourse to their bodies o r m usical “instrum ents” to 

sculpt acoustic energy in to  w hat they thought were genuinely, o r even ju st potentially, 

“musical” shapes; “listeners” were people who situated them selves w ithin earshot o f 

the sculptures o f acoustic energy which “m usicians” m ade. T his necessarily occurred
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over a finite span o f  tim e, and w ithin one particu lar geographic location. T his is w hat I

call “Live” o r “C oncert” musical exchange.

Edison’s phonograph  changed all this, o f course. R a th e r than  a “tool” for

sculpting acoustic energy —  that is, for producing sound —  the phonograph  works to

reproduce a lready sculpted acoustic energy. As such, it is a “sound reproduction

technology.” T h e  phonograph  “does not hear as do ears th a t have been  trained

im m ediately to filter voices, words, and sounds out o f noise; it registers acoustic events

as such” (K ittler 1999, 23). Indeed,

U pon  speaking into a  phonograph , the vibrations o f  o n e ’s voice are transferred 

to a po in t th a t engraves lines onto a m etal plate th a t correspond to the uttered 

sounds —  uneven furrows, m ore o r less deep, depend ing  on the natu re  o f the 

sounds.... [W ]hen the phonograph’s small copper disk, held against the pin 

that runs through  the grooves it has etched, starts to reproduce the vibrations: 

to o u r ears, these vibrations tu rn  back into a voice, into words, sounds, and 

m elodies (Kittler 1999, 31).

Like every sound reproduction technology, the p h o n o g rap h ’s prim ary agency is

to convert one kind o f  energy into another, a technique w hich is known as “transduction.”

T he phonograph  registers sculptures o f  acoustic energy, converts o r “ transduces” the

sculptures it registers into equivalent sculptures o f m echanical energy —  which is to

say, bigger o r sm aller bum ps and  pits on a  tinfoil or wax cylinder —  which the

phonograph  then  registers and converts or “ transduces” into equivalent sculptures o f

acoustic energy. As Jo n a th a n  Sterne explains:

M odern  technologies o f sound reproduction  use devices called transducers, which 

turn  sound into som ething else and tha t som ething else back into sound. All 

sound reproduction  technologies work through the use o f  transducers. 

T elephones tu rn  your voice into electricity, sending it dow n a phone line and 

tu rn ing  it back into sound at the o ther end. R ad io  works on a  similar principle
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b u t uses waves instead o f  wires. T h e  d iaphragm  and  stylus o f a cylinder 

phonograph  change sound through a process o f inscription in tinfoil, wax, o r any 

nu m b er o f o ther surfaces. O n  playback, the stylus and  d iaphragm  transduce the 

inscriptions back into sound. Digital sound reproduction  technologies all use 

transducers; they simply add ano ther level o f inform ation, converting electric 

cu rren t into a series o f zeros and ones (and back again) (Sterne 2003a, 22).

Edison is “the father o f  m odern ity ,” as K ittler (1999) claims. H is kinetoscope 

provided the technical basis for cinem a. H is phonograph  was the first “tool” for doing 

ano ther kind o f  m usical com m unication than  is done by “Live” o r “C oncert” exchange: 

m aking and  hearing  music recordings. I call the latter “Recording Practice,” and  I treat it 

as a fully in tegrated  —  which is to say, a com pletely au tonom ous o r self-sufficient —  

com m unications system. I argue, in fact, th a t R ecord ing  Practice is as distinct from  

“Live” or “C oncert” exchange as w riting is from  speaking; th a t the dynam ics which 

govern R ecord ing  Practice are entirely different from  those w hich govern “Live” or 

“C oncert” exchange.

In  R ecord ing  Practice, beyond acoustic energy, there  is also m echanical, electric, 

electrom agnetic and  digital energy to sculpt. H um an ity  sim ply lacks the physical 

resources to sculpt these energies. T o  transduce acoustic energy  into ano ther kind o f 

energy —  to convert sculptures o f  acoustic energy into sculptures of, say, m echanical, 

electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy —  and , in so doing, to  make a music 

recording, one m ust use a transducer(s) which converts sculptures o f  acoustic energy 

into sculptures o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy. Conversely, 

anyone who hears such a recording m ust use a transducer(s) w hich converts sculptures o f 

m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic or digital energy into sculptures o f acoustic 

energy.
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R ecording  Practice is transducing, ju s t as it is a  m an n er o f  considering 

transduction musically useful —  no m ore, no less. A t the sam e tim e, R ecording 

Practice is using sound reproduction technology for m usical purposes —  no m ore, no 

less.

The N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord ing  Practice.

R ecording  Practice is a  fully in tegrated  netw ork o f  uses for sound reproduction 

technology. It is, in o ther words, a com plete o r self-sufficient system o f  “procedures, 

practices, relations and  technologies” which relates to “Live” o r “C oncert” exchange 

only in tha t both  furnish w hat is currently  considered a properly  “m usical” experience 

(Sterne 2003a, 22). T h e  “Network o f Recording Practice” —  th a t is, the “com m unications 

system” o f  R ecord ing  Practice in its totality —  is, ultim ately, no th ing  m ore than  “a 

collection o f  objects connected to each o ther in some fashion,” specifically, all the 

w orld’s sound reproduction  technologies associated by R ecord ing  Practice (Watts 2003, 

27).

In the parlance o f  netw ork theory, R ecord ing  Practice is the dynam ics on the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. T h a t is, m aking and hearing  m usic recordings is w hat 

individuals in the N etw ork are doing, “which is influenced by w hat their neighbors are 

doing and, therefore, the structure o f the netw ork” (W atts 2003, 57). Sound 

reproduction technology itself is the dynam ics o f the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. 

T h a t is, the capacities o f  sound reproduction  technology are “the evolving structure o f 

the netw ork,” “the m aking and breaking o f  netw ork ties” (W atts 2003, 57).

T he  dynam ics on and o f the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice are w hat 

distinguishes R ecord ing  Practice from  o ther m usical netw orks. One simply cannot make a
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music recording except by using sound reproduction technology. Music recordings remain silent unless 

embedded within a compatible system o f sound reproduction technology which is then usedfor purposes 

o f record reception. T hese are the governing dynam ics o f R ecord ing  Practice. T hey  create, 

and  exist now here bu t w ithin, the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice.

“N o d es’3: Tracking, M ixing, P layback.

T he N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice is “a fixed substrate linking a population o f 

individuals” for purposes o f  “doing” —  or, for purposes o f  carry ing  out —  musical 

com m unications o f a  sort (W atts 2003, 55). T h e  royal road  to understand ing  w hat the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice achieves is to m ark how  it m andates th a t its denizens 

exploit sound reproduction  technology w henever they m ake a n d /o r  m ark a  musical 

com m unication.

It has been  the task o f “record innovators” and  “record receivers” —  respectively: 

those who m ake, and  those w ho receive, m usic recordings —  to devise properly 

“m usical” uses for sound reproduction  technology. This dissertation explores each o f 

these procedures in depth. For now, it will suffice to simply list and  inventory the broad 

characteristics o f  those three “m usical” uses for sound reproduction  technology which 

together com prise the essential o r necessary “nodes” o f the N etw ork o f  R ecording 

Practice: “tracking,” “m ixing” and  “playback.”

Tracking. U sing transducers, record innovators procure  “storage-state” data 

(i.e., sculptures o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy which 

represent sculptures o f  acoustic energy). O r, they p rocure  and  fu rther sculpt 

already m anufactured  “storage-state” data , as is the case w ith DJs, for 

instance.
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O nce  procured , “storage-state” d a ta  can be sculpted to represent 

different sonic phenom enon  than  created it. W hat was transduced  as a “clean” 

guitar tim bre can be augm ented  by postproduction sound processes such as, 

say, flange a n d /o r  digital delay, and  looped to repeat every ten  seconds. T he  

“clean” guitar tim bre is thus irrevocably altered such th a t it transduces as it 

never actually sounded, such tha t it represents som ething it never was. It is 

only a m atte r o f  convention and  choice w hether o r no t such m anipulations 

occur.

T rack ing  is ultim ately making “storage-state” data , n o t “capturing” or 

“freezing” sonic phenom ena onto some kind o f “storage” m edia. Everything 

done to procure  and figure “storage-state” da ta  for purposes o f  m aking a music 

recording occurs as part o f  “tracking.”

Mixing. All the “storage-state” da ta  which is m ade th rough  tracking, which will 

com prise a  m usic recording in its entirety, is arranged  into an  idealized, three- 

dim ensional representation  o f  itself during mixing. T h a t is, “storage-state” 

data  is m ixed by record  innovators such tha t it will form  a spatial arrangem ent 

o f sonic phenom ena  during  and  by record  reception w hich it never actually 

formed.

Every music recording is mixed. A t the very least, every music recording 

presents its receivers with a mix. This is so regardless o f  w h e th er or no t record 

innovators intentionally  undertake a m ixing process, because every collection o f 

“storage-state” da ta  transduces as sonic phenom enon  in th ree  dim ensional 

space relative to transducers.
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Indeed , even the earliest varieties o f  acoustic record  innovation involved 

a  m ixing process o f  sorts. D uring  tracking, innovators o f so-called “acoustic” 

m usic recordings arranged  themselves into often aw kw ard form ations around 

the record ing  bells o f m echanical sound reproduction  technologies to ensure that 

the “storage-state” data  (specifically, the sculptures o f m echanical energy) they 

m ade w ould transduce to record receivers from  the aural perspective of a 

generally desirable “m ix.” (See Figure 1). O nly  w ith the advent o f m ultitrack 

m ixing m achines have such arrangem ents becom e unnecessary for spatializing 

“storage-state” data. R ecord innovators now m ix their m usic recordings using 

certain  technologies such as m ixing consoles, po ten tiom eters, etcetera.

Figure 1. A n acoustic recording session, ca. 1921. N ote the record ing  bells, and the 
cellist elevated on a p latform  to shoulder level, “over and  above” h e r colleagues.
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Every m ix ultim ately operationalizes a particu lar w ay o f hearing. W hen 

transduced , a m ix presents sonic phenom enon  no o th er w ay bu t as it “hears” it 

(i.e., a rranged  in tim e and space somehow). T hereby , every mix recom m ends 

the au ra l perspective it construes to record  receivers as the m ost appropriate , if 

no t the only conceivable, given w hat it “hears.” In  so doing, every mix 

supposes and  constructs a receiver, regardless o f w ho —  or, even, w hether or not 

anybody —  actually transduces the m usic recording w hich stores it.

A  m ix could, after all, never be transduced. A  m ix could, tha t is, never 

exist as sound. A  m ix m ust thus be an au ra l perspective to sound, no t sonic 

phenom ena  as such.

Playback. O nce m ixing is finished, the sound o f  the m ixed “storage-state” data  

becom es the purview  o f  record receivers. In  fact, once record  innovation is 

com plete, record  innovators becom e consum ers (i.e., record  receivers) o f their 

own innovations. T hey  are afforded no m eans o f continuing  their innovation by 

the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice.

By transducing “storage-state” d a ta  into corresponding  sculptures o f 

acoustic energy, record receivers realize the particu lar sound(s) which record 

innovators sculpted the “storage-state” d a ta  to represent. A t the sam e time, 

record receivers also m ake a particu lar space —  i.e., a  specific site o f record 

reception —  which rem ains contradictorily  abstract enough to w ithstand 

transduction w herever a transducer happensto  be. T h e  m usical labour o f  record 

receivers is thus to realize a m ateriality  (i.e., sculptures o f  acoustic energy) which 

record innovators can only represent, specifically, as “storage-state” data  (i.e.,
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as representative sculptures o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic or digital 

energy). T his m ateriality rem ains a t all tim es bo th  specific and standard, 

particu lar and general.

D iscou rse  N etw ork .

A series o f  in terconnected uses for sound reproduction  technology, the N etw ork 

o f R ecording Practice bears m arked corollaries with w hat F riedrich  K ittler deems a 

“discourse netw ork” (Kittler 1990).1 First and  forem ost, a “discourse netw ork” 

constitutes an  “autom atic  and im personal no tation  system th a t depends upon  no single 

individual and  articulates several discourses into a single.... netw ork” (Johnson 1997, 9). 

T hereby , it constitutes “a  system for authorizing certain  subjects as senders and others 

as receivers,” bu t only o f  particular kinds o f “inform ation” —  nam ely, with the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice, sculptures o f  “storage-state” d a ta  which represent as 

they are represented by sculptures o f  acoustic energy (Johnson 1997, 10).

T o  access the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice, people must assume certain 

prescribed positions therein such as, for instance, th a t o f  the “ record  innovator” and  

tha t o f the “record  receiver.” These titles designate consum ers o f  sound reproduction 

technology before and  while they designate anything “m usical” (in the traditional or 

“Live” / “C oncert” sense). T h a t is, a “record  innovator” is som eone w ho uses sound

1 Though Kittler’s discourse network is an amalgam of discourses, distilled into a broader 

system which works to authorize some communications as “informative” and others as 

“noise” (in the Shannon-Weaver sense), the Network of Recording Practice is localized 

entirely around transducers and transduction. That is, what “authorizes” communications 

as “informative” in the Network of Recording Practice is the fact that they are comprised 

entirely of transduced/transduceable information.
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reproduction technology (to sculpt m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic a n d /o r  digital 

energy); a “record  receiver” is som eone w ho uses sound reproduction  technology (to 

transduce the sculptures o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy which 

record innovators m ake in to  corresponding sculptures o f  acoustic energy). What 

actually “authorizes” people as “senders” and/or “receivers” o f musical communications in the 

Network o f Recording Practice are their consumptions o f sound reproduction technology.

Indeed, all th a t m atters to the orderly  operation o f the N etw ork o f R ecording 

Practice is th a t the requirem ents o f “record  innovation” and , less crucial, “ record 

reception” are m et. For R ecording Practice to happen , a  m usic recording m ust be m ade 

and, less crucially, heard . It doesn’t m atte r w ho exactly innovates o r receives the 

recording —  the gender, physiology and  ethnicity o f  record  innovators and record 

receivers is u tterly  irrelevant to the “autom atic  and  im personal” N etw ork o f  R ecording 

Practice — ju s t th a t “ record  innovation” and , less crucial, th a t “ record  reception” 

occurs.

T he  technology o f a C D  alarm -clock dem onstrates this. Regardless o f  w ho is 

w ithin its earshot a t 12:30 am , a C D  alarm  clock which has been  p rogram m ed to 

transduce at th a t tim e will transduce then. R ecord  reception transpires a t exactly 12:30 

am , regardless o f  w ho —  or, even, w hether o r no t anybody —  is p resent to participate.

P rogram m ers.

People are functional w ithin the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice only as 

program m ers o f  sound reproduction technology. R ecord  innovators, w hoever they m ay 

be, use sound reproduction  technology to m ake yet m ore generations o f  sound
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reproduction  technology (i.e., music recordings). R ecord  receivers, w hoever they m ay 

be, h ear “m usic” only once the “play” bu tton , o r some equivalent, is depressed. A nd 

only if the m achine is in p roper w orking order. O r, record receivers, w hoever they m ay 

be, p rogram  their stereo alarm  clocks w rong and  a musical com m unication  transpires 

precisely w hen they w ant silence (while they sleep, for instance); or, they depress the 

“play” bu tton , o r some equivalent, and  noth ing  happens because the speakers are 

broken and the m achine is no t adequately powered.

In each o f  these cases, the governing dynam ics o f the N etw ork o f R ecording 

Practice are clear: people, w hoever they m ay be, are utterly  incom peten t to engage in 

R ecording Practice. Sound reproduction  technology is requ ired  to “correct” their 

insufficiencies. I f  the m achine fails, R ecording Practice fails. People, w hoever they m ay 

be, rem ain always, basically, participating witnesses in R ecord ing  Practice.

“R om anticism  notw ithstanding, num bers and  figures” have “becom e the key to 

all creatures” (K ittler 1999, 19). A  total disregard for h um an  specificity constitutes the 

basic principle o f  the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. R ecord ing  Practice is musical 

experience, initially a hum an  affair, approxim ated and  rendered  as a da ta  processing 

system: as buttons on m achines, and  the m achines themselves; as sculptures o f 

m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic and digital energy; as sculptures o f acoustic 

energy which represent as they are represented by sculptures o f  m echanical, electric, 

electrom agnetic and  digital energy. M usical com m unication, a  category o f hum an  

experience, is thus fettered to the capacities o f sound reproduction  technology. A nd 

“musical practice” becom es, in tu rn , a  function o f sound rep roduction  technology, o f 

“doing” musical com m unications however transducers can. W hich  is to say, “musical 

practice” becom es, fundam entally , program m ing sound rep roduction  technology.
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The Flat E arth  A pproach.

M usicology proceeds stubbornly unaw are o f any o f this.2 R ecordings are discussed 

and  studied as prosthetics o f “Live” exchange. M aking a music record ing  is adapting 

“Live” exchange to w hat am ounts to a new m ode o f transm ission; hearing  a music 

recording is adapting “Live” exchange to w hat am ounts to a new  m ode o f reception.

Little else has changed. As a senior professor once said, after I presented  to him  every 

reason I could th ink o f  why R ecording Practice is unique, “Yes, b u t it’s still m usic.” If  

R ecording Practice is still music: cinem a is still plays, b roadcasting  is still public address, 

typographic p rin t is still speech, and I am  speaking to you righ t now. As M cLuhan 

wrote:

U ntil now, all m edia have been given the flat ea rth  ap p ro ach . T o  com m on

sense the earth  is flat. T o  private, unaided perception, it m ust always seem flat.

2 There are, of course, a handful of exceptions. I list them here as the primary inspiration 

of this dissertation. In order of my reading: Marshall McLuhan, “The Phonograph: the Toy 

that Shrank the National Chest,” Understanding Media: The Extensions o f Man. (New York: 

Routledge, 1964), pp. 300-309; Friedrich A. Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter: Writing 

Science, translated and with an introduction by Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz, 

eds. Timothy Lenoir and Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht. (Stanford: Stanford University Press,

1999); Jonathan Sterne, Audible Past: the Cultural Origins o f Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2003a); Paul Theberge, Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music/Consuming 

Technolog)!. (Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1997); Paul Theberge, “Technology,” Key 

Terms in Popular Music and Culture, eds. Bruce H om er and Thomas Swiss. (Malden:

Blackwell Publishers, 2001), pp. 209-224; Albin J . Zak III, The Poetics of Rock: Cutting Tracks, 

Making Records. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Adam Krims, “Marxism,

Urban Geography and Classical Recording: An Alternative to Cultural Studies,” Music 

Analysis Volume 20 Number 3 (2001): 347-363; Mark Coleman, Playback: From the Victrola to 

MP3, 100 Years of Music, Machines and Money. (New York: Da Capo Press, 2003); Evan 

Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to fappa. (New Haven:

Yale University Press, 1987).
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M edia o f  all kinds exert no effect on ord inary  perception. T h ey  m erely serve 

h um an  ends (like chairs!) and  convey data , etc. B ut m acroscopically, the 

con ten t fades and  the m edium  itself looms large, as does the earth  to an 

astronau t (M cLuhan 1969, 22).

M usicologists m ust at least begin to engage with the w ork o f m edia theorists 

such as M arshall M cL uhan, to get a grip on a m edium  w hich seems to continually 

elude their analytic grasp, nam ely, the sound reproduction  m edium . W ithou t a  theory 

o f this m edium , w h a t in the first instance enables R ecord ing  Practice rem ains either 

overlooked o r reduced  to inefficacy in the very activities it enables. Simply put, it is the 

techniques w hich m edia objectify —  literally, m ake m anipu latab le  objects o f —  that 

first require analysts’s attentions, no t the “contents” w hich those techniques enable.

Analysts o f  R ecording Practice typically overlook this. T h e  vast m ajority o f 

com m entary  on  R ecord ing  Practice still focuses only on  the sound o f music recordings, 

and  on how people think about and  react to th a t sound. T h e  p roduct o f a process is 

thereby m istaken for the process itself.

M edia  E cology, S tu p id  Fish.

U ltim ately, the N etw ork o f R ecording Practice constitutes “an invisible 

environm ent.... as im perceptible as w ater to a fish” (M cLuhan 1969, 23). As such, it 

deserves scrutiny u nder the auspices o f “m edia ecology.” In  Neil Postm an’s words, 

“specifically, the purpose o f m edia ecology is to tell stories abou t the consequences o f 

technology; to  tell how  m edia environm ents create contexts th a t m ay change the way 

we think o r organize our social life, or make us better o r worse, o r sm arter o r dum ber, 

or freer o r m ore enslaved” (Postm an 1988, 18). Thus, unlike o ther interpretive modes, 

m edia ecology assum es a priori that:
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m edia change is ecological, no t additive.... [W ]hen a pow erful new m edium  like 

television enters a  culture, the result is no t the old c u l t u r e / ^  the new m edium , 

b u t a new culture altogether. T he  effect is sim ilar to w hat happens if you add a 

drop  o f  red  dye to a beaker o f clear w ater: you end up w ith a  new color 

th roughou t (Postm an 1988, 66).

T his is an  unorthodox  view even four decades after M arshall M cLuhan first 

argued it, in 1962.3 M edia are still no t often understood  as having environm ental 

impacts. Such im pacts rem ain “invisible” to m any, “as im perceptible as w ater to a 

fish.” Perhaps, though, this is so n o t because we are all m ore o r less stupid fish (though 

this rem ains a  distinct possibility), b u t because the environm ental im pacts o f m edia 

only obtain  w henever and  w herever people engage in activities o th er than  consciously 

scrutinizing the environm ental im pacts o f w hat they do, such as, for instance, w hen and 

w here they m ake o r h ear a music recording. As Postm an explains, “we speak about 

television as if television has m erely been added  to [culture] and  little else has 

changed” (Postm an 1988, 66). Indeed, people w atch television b u t “they do not yet 

w atch themselves w atch it” (Postm an 1988, 66).

T h e  notion th a t each m edium  constitutes a  hum an-built environm ent is 

invaluable. H ow  M cL uhan sees this happen  is even m ore helpful. Each m edium  

“amplifies” only certain  senses precisely as it “am puta tes” only certain  others,

3 Specifically, in his introduction to The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962): “Any technology tends to 

create a new human environment. Script and papyrus created the social environment we 

think of in connection with the empires of the ancient world. The stirrup and wheel created 

unique environments of enormous scope. Technological environments are not merely 

passive containers of people but are active processes that reshape people and other 

technologies alike,” in Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: the Making of Typographic 

Man. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), i.
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according to M cL uhan. T ypographic  prin t, for instance, “amplifies” the eye to the 

point o f  ocularcentrism , which is an always happening  “am pu ta tion” o f the voice and 

ear th a t m akes o f the w orld som ething w hich m ust exist as massively reproduced, or 

massively reproducible, sculptures o f visual code to be believed. In doing this, 

typographic p rin t makes a  claim  as to w hat is knowable and  unknow able about the 

world by it, as does any m edium . T h e  world, according to typographic print, is all th a t 

can be represented by massively reproduced , o r massively reproducible, sculptures o f 

visual code.

T he  environm ents which m edia construe are each, ultim ately, a kind o f operational 

epistemology; they are, each, “a physical environm ent and  a  m an n er o f  perceiving that 

environm ent” (Thom pson 2003, 1). In  which case, m edia are, each, prescribed m anners 

o f perceiving and, so, o f interacting w ith worlds tha t they, them selves, create through 

their “sensory privileges.” Those avenues o f com m unication  w ith w hich each m edium  

furnishes its users com prise streamlined avenues o f apperception. M edia  are, each, a 

directed m anner o f perceiving and, thus, o f  producing only one am ong  m any possible 

worlds.

Technological D e term in ism .

In neglecting the sound reproduction m edium , let alone its environm ental 

impacts, analysts o f R ecord ing  Practice w ould seem to dem onstra te  M cL uhan ’s claim  

concerning fish, w ater and  the rest o f  us (not to m ention th a t he failed in his crusade to 

shake students o f m edia awake from  their “critical som nam bulism ”). For the m ost 

part, analysts still take R ecording Practice as only an ad junct o f “Live” / “C oncert” 

musical practice, as though m aking and  hearing  music recordings w ere only
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com prehensible w ithin the fram ew ork o f “Live” / “C oncert” exchange. C aution  is often 

offered to anyone w ho m ight argue otherwise and , supposedly thereby, slip into, as 

Jo n a th a n  Sterne claims, “deification o f technology.... [by] technological determ inism ” 

(Sterne 2003a, 7-8). But no explanation is offered —  worse yet, none is considered 

necessary —  as to w hy any argum ent which m ay be identified as “technologically 

determ ined ,” even if  only tenuously, is therefore “deifying” o f  technology and  thereby  

falsified.

This is simply irresponsible to m y m ind. D isagreem ent with the notion that, as 

M cL uhan claim ed, “the m edium  is the m essage,” obliges evaluators to explain w hat 

exactly they th ink  a m edium  is o r does instead. C om m entators agree th a t such a  thing 

as the “m edia” exists, after all. T hey  simply com plain th a t (so-denounced) 

“technological determ inism ” garners for it an exaggerated social efficacy. T his makes 

“technological determ inists” o f  everyone.

T he contradiction runs as follows: (i) “technological determ inism ” garners social 

efficacy for technology; (ii) to claim  that “technological determ in ism ” is false, unw orthy 

o f consideration except as false, one m ust claim  th a t technology bears no social 

efficacy; (iii) to claim  th a t technology bears no social efficacy, one m ust claim  that 

technology is neutral, always only “instrum ents to an en d ,” as it were; (iv)

“instrum ents to an  end ,” in o rder to be “instrum ents to an e n d ,” m ust configure hum an  

will as a state o f  w orldly affairs; (v) as “ instrum ents to an en d ,” technology bears the 

social efficacy o f  its users; thus, (vi) technology bears social efficacy, even if only as an 

archetypical prosthetic o f sorts.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-17-

P rescrip tion  f o r  D iscou rse.

R ecord ing  Practice is, in its entirety, a. product o f  transduction. All o f its social 

im pacts are im pacts o f  transduction  and , thus, o f  transducers. A gain, R ecording 

Practice is transducing, ju s t as it is a m anner o f considering transduction  musically 

useful —  no  m ore, no  less. In which case, R ecord ing  Practice is using sound 

reproduction technology for musical purposes —  no m ore, no less.

C om m unications occurring w ithin and  by the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice 

interpellate —  that is, they assign musical identity to —  transduction  as not only one 

am ong m any  m usical techniques, bu t as the only such technique. O n e  m ust 

com m unicate how ever sound reproduction technology enables to engage in R ecording 

Practice. W hatever people say o r hear by R ecording Practice is only possible if sound 

reproduction technology can do it first. Consequently, as Steven Shaviro explains, “no 

m atter w hat position you  seek, tha t position will be located som ew here on the 

N etw ork’s grid [;] no m atte r w hat words you utter, those words will have been 

anticipated som ew here in the chains o f  discourse” (Shaviro 2004, 4-5).

U ltim ately, the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice constitutes a  prescription for 

discourse. Discursive agency is prescribed in R ecord ing  Practice according to w hat 

sound reproduction  technology enables, which is to say, discourse becom es only w hat 

can be said o r received by exploiting a transducer. T hus, discourse is prescribed.

Unless one does the impossible and undertakes R ecord ing  Practice w ithout using sound 

reproduction technology, w ithout transducing, one does som ething which technology 

itself prescribes. T he  limits o f  R ecording Practice are the limits o f  sound reproduction 

technology, the limits o f  w hat sound reproduction  technology can  be m ade to do.
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N aviga tin g  th e N etw ork: The B road View.

T h e  task is likewise double for analysts o f R ecord ing  Practice as it was for the 

likes o f M cL uhan , H aro ld  A dam s Innis, Neil Postm an an d  anyone else whose w ork on 

the m edia m ight be considered a genuine m edia ecology.4 Analysts m ust study the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice as a specifically musical netw ork, while they study it as 

a musical in terpellation o f —  that is, as an assignm ent o f  m usical identity to —  the 

industrial technique o f transduction. Analysts m ust, in o ther words, constantly rem ind 

themselves th a t the N etw ork o f  Recording Practice is, was and  always will be 

constituted by creative use o f transducers. T o  understand  this is to h ear “the circuits in 

the synthesized sound o f  C D s,” to hear the underlying sam eness o f  every recorded 

com m unication, to see the underlying sameness o f  every discursive behavior enabled by 

sound reproduction  technology (Kittler 1999, xli).

* See, for instance, Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: the Making of Typographic Man. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962); Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: the 

Extensions o f Man. (New York: Routledge, 1964); Marshall M cLuhan, The Medium is the 

MASSAGE: An Inventory of Effects, produced by Jerom e Angel. (New York: Penguin Books,

1967); Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, War and Peace in the Global Village: An Inventory 

of Some of the Current Spastic Situations That Could Be Eliminated by More Feedforward, produced by 

Jerome Angel. (New York: Penguin Books, 1968); Marshall M cLuhan and Eric McLuhan,

Laws of Media: the New Science. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988); Harold Adams 

Innis, Empire and Communications. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1951); Harold 

Adams Innis, The Bias of Communication. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1951); Neil 

Postman, Amusing Ourselves To Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business. (New York: 

Penguin Books, 1985); Neil Postman, Conscientious Objections: Stirring Up Trouble About 

Language, Technolog)) and Education. (New York: Penguin Books, 1988); Neil Postman and 

Steve Powers, How To Watch TV  News. (New York: Penguin Books, 1992); Neil Postman, 

Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology. (New York: Vintage Books, 1993); Neil 

Postman, Building A Bridge to the 18th Century: How the Past Can Improve Our Future. (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1999).
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Analysts o f R ecording Practice m ust render the sound reproduction  m edium  less 

transparen t, if  no t opaque. This is the only truly significant task o f  analysis.

A Final N ote.

I should state upfront th a t this study has led m e to a ra th e r  awkward and 

uncom fortable conclusion. In this dissertation, I argue tha t the  N etw ork o f R ecording 

Practice constitutes a  lived dialectic betw een hum anity  and  a particu lar kind o f 

com m unications m achine. T o  m y m ind, this dialectic has spaw ned a particular way o f 

com m unicating (i.e., R ecording Practice) w hich has very little use n o r regard for hum an 

specificity. I stop ju st short o f claim ing hum an  specificity altogether absent from  the 

N etw ork, though I do clarify th a t the tendency to eradicate h u m an  distinctions from  

musical com m unications is no t only em bedded w ithin the N etw ork  o f R ecording 

Practice, bu t constitutes one o f its p rim ary “rules” o f operation .5

Indeed, the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice mandates th a t people fulfill certain 

requirem ents before entering it. These requirem ents simply m ust be m et before anyone 

can “do” a musical com m unication in that socially pervasive m an n e r which only the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice enables. O ne o f  these requirem ents is that 

com m unicators m ake themselves fundam entally  likewise to everyone else who

5 That is, I argue that sound reproduction technology not only tends towards but has 

already enacted (i) transformative, (ii) radical and (iii) subject negation with regards to its 

Other, namely, humanity; that Recording Practice is already (i) “a process of mediating, 

distancing or absenting” which involves (ii) “the autonomous subversion, transformation 

and overcoming of a being or condition,” which is (iii) “the subject in the process of 

formation or dissolution” (Bhaskar 1993, 5-7).
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com m unicates by the Netw ork, specifically, by m anipulating  and  thereby consum ing 

personal generations o f  sound reproduction technology. T o  m ake or listen to a music 

recording, one m ust consum e sound reproduction  technology —  one m ust m ake o f 

one’s Self a  kind o f consum er.

Such requirem ents also constitute prerequisites for being heard  by a large group 

o f people. T hrough  these prerequisites, the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice secures the 

social acceptability o f w hatever it is exploited to say. A nything w hich enters the 

N etw ork already m eets its terms, in o ther words. I therefore offer no alternative to the 

Netw ork, no way o f “beating the system .” T here  is none. O n e  m ay only reject the 

Network, though one m ust be careful tha t one is no t thereby  “m anaged” as would 

occur if  their rejection was anticipated by the N etw ork, folded into its operations, from  

the first.

This is a  difficult conclusion for m e to reach. Lest you d oub t m y sincerity, I 

have been and  rem ain  a record innovator (albeit o f  adm ittedly  awful music recordings), 

have helped design and  build a recording studio, I curren tly  w ork as a  DJ with a p a rtn e r 

in Brooklyn, and  have sung the praises o f  R ecord ing  Practice often th roughou t m y 

career as a graduate  student. H ow ever, for m e to offer any o ther conclusion would 

entail m aking a  series o f  dogm atic proclam ations abou t hum an ity ’s prim acy in the 

dialectic it has been engaged in with its technology since a t least the tim e o f  the wheel.

In which case, m y inquiry would fall u nder the purview  o f  theology, w hich, as m uch as it 

m ay disappoint m y m other, I claim to know noth ing  abou t, and  abou t which I claim  to 

say nothing.

In the end, I see no alternative to the sublation u n d er technology o f hum an  

specificity in musical com m unications which the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice 

achieves bu t to som ehow  avoid ra ther than  to be excluded by it. Som e m ay claim  that
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this m akes m e a  Luddite. W orse for my future jo b  prospects, they m ay call me a 

“technological determ inist.” I m ay even be labeled a “cow ard ,” since I advocate 

evasion ra the r th an  direct confrontation. I w ould counter w ith a  response by T erry  

Eagleton:

W hat this fails to see is th a t reflecting critically on ou r situation is p a rt o f our 

situation. It is a  feature o f  the peculiar way we belong to  the w orld (Eagleton 

2003, 60).

Thus, I finally offer m y inquiry into the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice as an 

artifact o f tha t cu lture in which it currently  enacts its m ost obvious social efficacies —  

W estern capitalism  —  in this case m eant to keep in accordance w ith th a t tradition  o f 

cultural com m entary  which sees culture as som ething hum an-bu ilt and , so, as 

som ething p rone to outright aggression. U ltim ately, I offer this exam ination o f the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice as an instance o f “culture as defense,” and  as a  defense 

against one o f  the m any ways ou r cu rren t m usical culture operates.

Finally, lest I be charged a  “m echanist” —  likely the  m ost dam aging  insult 

going today, given the hegem ony o f  Postm odern and  Poststructural com m entary  over 

N orth  A m erican hum an  studies and  the inordinate am oun t o f  m oral au thority  both  

interpretive m odes assign to personal agency —  I concede th a t I am , after m uch study 

and consideration o f  the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice, a  “m echan ist.” A t the same 

time, however, I throw  the full weight o f m y agreem ent beh ind  perhaps the m ost 

egregiously elided o f M arshall M cL uhan’s claims. In his 1967 classic, The Medium is the 

Massage, M cL uhan begins with a  quote from  A. N. W hitehead: “T h e  m ajor advances in 

civilization are  processes tha t all bu t wreck the societies in w hich they  occur” (in 

M cLuhan 196, 1). T o  which M cL uhan  responds:
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There is absolutely no inevitability, so long as there is a  willingness to contem plate 

w hat is happen ing  (M cLuhan 1967, 25; m y emphasis).
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What Is A Music Recording?
P o sts tru c tu ra lism , M edia  Ecology & the N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord in g  Practice

“The concert has been dragging on now for maybe twenty minutes. I  hate live music but 

everyone around us is standing their screams o f approval competing with the racket coming 

from the towering walls o f speakers. ” So says Patrick Bateman, “American Psycho. ”

Paucity.

It is generally agreed tha t w hat people do to m ake and  h ea r a m usic recording 

—  that is, R ecord ing  Practice —  is different than  w hat they do to m ake and  hear a 

“Live” or “C o n cert” musical exchange.6 H ow ever, no t m uch has been w ritten about 

R ecording Practice as a unique m ode o f musical com m unication. Besides a few notable 

exceptions, com m entary  rem ains locked inside w hat R ich ard  L eppert has claim ed to be 

“one o f  the m ost im portan t discussions o f  aesthetics p roduced  in the tw entieth 

century.... the so-nam ed A dorno-B enjam in D ebate” (Leppert 2001, 240). T h a t this 

debate should continue to be the fram e o f reference is surprising, especially since A dorno 

rarely addressed R ecord ing  P r a c t i c e se and B enjam in spoke o f  it only once. In  fact, 

the sum  o f the so-nam ed “A dorno-B enjam in D ebate” am ounts to roughly seven 

articles by T h eo d o r W . A dorno and a couple o f  asides by W alter Benjam in inserted into 

an essay th a t claims to situate “the w ork o f a rt in the age o f  m echanical reproduction ,” 

but rem ains m ostly concerned about film.

6 “Recording Practice” is capitalized throughout this dissertation to acknowledge that, by the 

title, I refer to a complete “communications system” rather than just those procedures 

which record innovators undertake to make a music recording.
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This is hard ly  a massive body o f research. It is certainly no t exhaustive. 

Fu rtherm ore, A dorno  and Benjam in debated  a  good four decades prior to tape 

cassettes, com pact discs, digital samplers, tu rn tab les (for turntablism ), and num erous 

o ther developm ents in music technology. W hile, on a broadly  theoretical level, their 

debate  m ay still have m uch to say abou t w hat R ecord ing  Practice finally achieves for 

culture and  hum anity  at large, it can have little, if  anything, to say about any music 

technology after the gram ophone. All that can be done is speculate how A dorno or 

Benjam in might have considered DJs “cutting” and  “scratching,” for instance, or record 

producers splicing and  looping, or ravers raving to sam pled beats. This leaves over five 

decade’s w orth  o f developm ents in music technology unaccounted  for in all bu t the 

m ost abstract term s.7 Perhaps, then, as Paul T heberge  contends, “ the enduring

7 Major artifacts of this “debate”/ “polemic,” or essays which are considered to have been 

penned in response to it, include, among others, Theodor Adorno, “The Curves of the 

Needle,” “The Form of the Phonograph Record,” “Opera and the Long Playing Record,”

“On the Fetish-Character of Music and the Regression of Listening,” “O n Popular Music” 

and “O n Jazz,” all in Essays on Music, selected, with an introduction, commentary, and notes 

by Richard Leppert, new translations by Susan H. Gillespie. (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2002), pp. 271-276, 277-282, 283-287, 288-317, 437-469 and 470-495, 

respectively. See also Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic o f Enlightenment.

(New York: Continuum, 2002); and Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction,” Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, edited and with an 

introduction by H annah Arendt. (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), pp. 217-252.

Though not concerned with phonography per se, Benjamin’s understanding of the potential 

of technical reproduction to redress certain institutionalized imbalances of power which 

obtain under conditions of democratic or fascist capitalism are also apparent in Walter 

Benjamin, “The Author As Producer,” Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings Volume 2, 1927- 

1934, eds. Michael W. Jennings et al. (Cambridge: The Bellknap Press of Harvard 

University, 1999), pp. 768-782. For a study of uses to which this “debate” has been put by 

musicologists, see, for instance, Henry Klumpenhouwer, “Late Capitalism, Late Marxism & 

the Study of Music,” Music Analysis Volume 20/N um ber 3 (October 2001): 367-405.
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influence o f  the A dorno-B enjam in polem ic” in study o f R ecord ing  Practice signals “a 

paucity o f  new theories dealing with the role o f technology in m usic,” rather than  tha t 

the debate  continues to have relevance (Theberge 2001, 215).

M uch m ore can be m ade o f this “paucity” than  has been. C om m entators w ho 

acknowledge this “paucity” typically trea t it as though it w ere no th ing  m ore 

controversial than  a perfectly innocent, albeit unfortunate , happenstance, which will be 

rectified w hen analysts finally get a round  to  studying R ecord ing  Practice. But this 

“paucity” is, itself, the consensus view o f  R ecording Practice a t present, not a signal 

that the field is fragm ented. T h a t is, a “paucity  o f new theories dealing with the role o f 

technology in m usic” is precisely how  the  m ajority o f academ ics now  think about 

m aking and  hearing  m usic recordings. As such, it should have m uch to say about 

those interests which currently  com pel academ ic inquiry into R ecord ing  Practice, upon 

whose behalf this “paucity” was generated , and for whose benefit it is presently 

perpetuated.

Indeed, according to H erb ert M arcuse, “paucity” is always conventional in its 

scope and constitution. Thus, w hat is often understood as “ the b ru te  fact o f  scarcity” is 

actually the consequence o f “a specific organization o f  scarcity,” “imposed by the m ode o f 

w ork” that prevails a t any given tim e in any given place (M arcuse 1955, 36; his 

emphasis). W hat, then , makes the “paucity” which T heberge  identifies? W hat accounts 

for its institutionalization as the consensus view o f  R ecord ing  Practice? O r, 

alternatively, why is the consensus understand ing  o f m aking and  hearing  music 

recordings characterized by a “paucity” o f  theory  now? W hich analytic o r interpretive 

interests does this “paucity” satisfy, and  w hat routinely eludes its analytic grasp?
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R oad  M ap  to  C hapter 1.

These questions fram e m y study. In  Section 1 ,1 outline w hat is, a t present, the 

consensus view o f R ecord ing  Practice —  nam ely, tha t we should be theoretically 

inactive w hen it comes to m usic technology —  and  challenge it based upon  how it 

conceives a music recording. D iscerning a  basis for this “consensus view” in genuinely 

“poststructural” m odes o f inquiry into culture and cultural practices, and  in advertising 

strategies w hich N orth  A m erican record labels such as T h e  V ictor T alk ing  M achine 

C om pany adopted  during  the first two decades o f the tw entieth  century, I then outline a 

“m edia ecological” perspective on R ecording Practice as an  alternative in Section 2, 

em phasizing the m usic recording which this interpretive m ode construes. Following 

this, I elucidate a  structure for R ecording Practice which em erges from  this m edia 

ecological conception o f  m usic recordings, and  elucidate its netw orked form . In Section 

3 ,1 clarify w hat are, to m y m ind, the social precedents and  consequences o f this 

netw orked structure. Finally, in Section 4 , 1 conclude by suggesting ways tha t theorists 

o f R ecording Practice m ight fruitfully adop t a m edia ecological perspective on w hat 

they study, and  explain w hat I consider to be the benefits o f  doing so.

SECTION ONE

Adorno a n d  B en jam in , in  the R ear-v iew  M irror.

A dorno and  Benjam in disagreed as m uch as they agreed. It was clear to both  

theorists that “practices o f  sound reproduction reorient practices o f  sound production” 

(Sterne 2003a, 221). T hey  disagreed abou t w hat this alleged reo rien ta tion  achieves.
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A ccording to A dorno , “the transition from  artisanal to industrial production  transform s 

not only the technology o f  distribution but also th a t which is d istribu ted” (Adorno 2001, 

271). Benjam in concurred , adding tha t “that w hich is d istribu ted” is transform ed from 

a singular into a m ultiplicitous existence beyond originality. C onsequently , to 

A dorno ’s m ind, people are rendered increasingly passive and  m anipulab le; or, to 

B enjam in’s m ind, they becom e m ore critical and , thereby, b e tte r  equipped  to inspire 

social change. E ither way, both  theorists agreed tha t (i) R ecord ing  Practice mandates 

refiguring o f “live” m usical practice and (ii) this refiguring, itself, constitutes social change.8

M oreover, A dorno  and  Benjam in were no t so m uch concerned  w ith R ecording 

Practice as they w ere w ith the social consequences o f industrial m ass production  in 

general. R ecord ing  Practice figures in their debate briefly, an d  only to dem onstrate 

b roader claims they m ake concerning w hat mass production per se can  be said to 

achieve for cultures w hich develop it under conditions o f  fascist o r  dem ocratic

8 Benjamin’s exact words on the matter are: “to an ever greater degree the work of art 

reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproducibility,” in W alter Benjamin, 

“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Illuminations: Essays and 

Reflections, edited with an introduction by Hannah Arendt. (New York: Schocken Books, 

1968), 224. Elsewhere, Benjamin qualifies this notion somewhat, writing that “only by 

transcending the specialization in the process of intellectual production —  a specialization 

that, in the bourgeois view, constitutes its order —  can one make this production politically 

useful; and the barriers imposed by specialization must be breached jointly by the 

productive forces that they were set up to divide.... W hat we require of the photographer is 

the ability to give his picture a caption that wrenches it from modish commerce and gives it 

a revolutionary use value,” in W alter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” Selected Writings 

Volume 2, 1927-1934, eds. Michael W. Jennings et al. (Cambridge: The Bellknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1999), 775.
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capitalism . Likewise, bo th  used w hat M arshall M cL uhan called “ the rear-view  m irro r” 

as their analytic lens. T h a t is, w hen faced with w hat they took to be the “totally new 

situation” o f mass produced  culture, as M cL uhan explains o f “rear-view  m irrorists” in 

general, A dorno  and  Benjam in attached themselves w ith equal fervor to “the objects, to 

the flavor o f  the m ost recent past” (M cLuhan 1967, 26-27).

R ecord ing  Practice was notable for A dorno and  Benjam in only as a 

technological rup tu re  occurring within the b roader trajectory  o f “Live” o r “C oncert” 

exchange. Film  was significant only as a  technological rup tu re  occurring  within the 

b roader trajectory  o f W estern dram a. Photography figured only in term s o f painting, 

radio figured only in term s o f public address, long playing records figured only in term s 

o f the opera  hall, e tcetera .9

It is telling tha t A dorno and  Benjam in never once tu rned  “ the rear-view m irro r” 

to face them selves, to consider the em ergence o f typographic p rin t an d  mass production 

o f books as a  technological rup ture  occurring w ithin their ow n critical practice, as 

M arshall M cL uhan  w ould do in 1962, with The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962). Both were m uch 

m ore concerned  with understanding  how the historical em ergence o f  technologies o f

9 See, for instance, Theodor W. Adorno, “The Radio Symphony,” “O pera and the Long 

Playing Record,” “O n Popular Music,” “On Jazz” and “Farewell to Jazz,” all in Theodor W. 

Adorno, Essays on Music, selected, with introduction, commentary, and notes by Richard 

Leppert, new translations by Susan H. Gillespie. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2001), pp. 251-270, 283-287, 437-469 and 296-500, respectively; W alter Benjamin,

“Painting and the Graphic Arts,” Selected Writings Volume 1, 1913-1926, eds. Marcus Bullock 

and Michael W. Jennings. (Cambridge: The Bellknap Press of H arvard University Press, 

1999), 82; and W alter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography,” “Reflections on Radio” 

and “The Newspaper,” all in Selected Writings Volume 2, 1927-1934, eds. Michael W. Jennings 

et al. (Cambridge: The Bellknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 507-530, 

543-544 and 741-742, respectively.
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mass p roduction  had  conditioned, if no t determ ined , the em ergence and everyday 

consciousness o f the so-called “masses” o f advanced industrial capitalism  than  with 

situating them selves as one o f its m any “faceless” m em bers, and  the products o f their 

labour as one o f its m any anonym ous, standard ized  w ares.10 T h e  “masses” typically 

figure in A dorno ’s and  B enjam in’s accounts as only a reified m etonym  for w hat they 

agreed was the efficacy o f technologies o f mass production, once “applied” to culture, to 

reconfigure the hum an  sensorium  in the interests o f those w ho own them . As Benjamin 

explains:

T h e  grow ing proletarianization o f m odern  m an an d  the increasing form ation o f 

masses are two aspects o f the same process. Fascism attem pts to organize the 

newly created  proletarian  masses w ithout affecting the p roperty  structure which 

the masses strive to elim inate. Fascism sees its salvation in giving these 

masses no t their right, bu t instead a chance to express themselves. T he masses 

have a right to change property relations; Fascism seeks to give them  an 

expression while preserving property. T h e  logical result o f  Fascism is the 

in troduction  o f  aesthetics into political life. T he  violation o f  the masses, w hom  

Fascism, w ith its Fiihrer cult, forces to their knees, has its coun terpart in the 

violation o f  an apparatus which is pressed into the p roduction  o f ritual values.... 

Fascism.... expects w ar to supply the artistic gratification o f  a sense perception 

tha t has been  changed by technology (Benjam in 1968, 241-242).

10 As Istvan Meszaros notes, Theodor W. Adorno’s and Max Horkheimer’s decision even 

just to “make a ‘school’ out of the great diversity of individuals who were eventually 

subsumed under the label of ‘critical theory’ had as much to do with the needs of the 

‘culture industry’ and the ‘manipulative mass media’.... as with the intellectual coherence of 

their ideas,” Istvan Meszaros, The Power of Ideology. (New York: New York University Press, 

1989), pp. 91-92.
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M ystic a l B enjam in: A ura & D istraction .

T hough  B enjam in’s contribution to the “A dorno-B enjam in D ebate,” an  essay 

entitled “T h e  W ork  o f A rt in the Age o f M echanical R eproduction” (1968), typically 

garners m ore favorable than  critical reviews nowadays, and  though he wrote the essay 

faced w ith the awful reality o f  N azi fascism, it is hardly  unproblem atic. Benjam in 

pursues a crudely determ inistic argum ent th roughout the essay, albeit under the 

auspices o f form ulating a  theory o f  mass production “useless for the purposes o f 

fascism,” “useful for the form ulation o f revolutionary dem ands in the politics o f a rt” 

instead (Benjamin 1968, 218). Indeed, the “penetration” o f  mass production “into the 

production o f ritual values,” as Benjam in refers to the so-called “m assification” o f 

W estern culture, em erges from  the essay as such a phenom enologically epochal event 

tha t readers m ay be forgiven for getting the sense th a t the developm ent o f film, for 

instance, was a  seismic rup ture  in the otherwise orderly  progress o f  hum an  sensory 

experience.

Following Bertolt B recht in “Radio: eine vorsintflutliche Erfm ding?” (1932), 

Benjam in locates “a u ra ” —  a ra the r mystical substance, w hich encourages a  socially 

affirmative or, in B enjam in’s parlance, “ ritualistic” reception o f  anything which 

contains it —  w ithin every artisanally produced  “artw ork.” A ccording to Benjam in, 

this aura  “w ithers” once the “original” which contains it is copied, and  for no o ther 

reason than th a t it is copied. T h a t is, once subjected to the rationalized  rigors o f 

industrial mass production, artisanally produced “artw orks” becom e som ething else 

entirely: “copies” which m ake neither conceptual no r practical reference to artisanal 

modalities o f “originality,” which reference “prototypicality” (i.e., the industrial 

equivalent o f artisanal “originality”) instead. Indeed , it is u ltim ately “m echanical
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rep roduction” per se w hich “changes the reaction o f the masses tow ard a r t” to 

B enjam in’s m ind, not the “a rt” itself (Benjamin 1968, 234).

In  fact, according to Benjam in, once “m echanical rep roduction” overtakes 

artisanal production com pletely as the basis o f all cultural p roduction , as he argued it 

a lready had  by 1937, “artists” becom e m olders o f  “prototypes” ra th e r than  creators o f 

“originals.” T hereth rough , Benjam in claims, cu lture’s “parasitical dependence upon 

ritual” is ended  (Benjam in 1968, 220). C ulture becom es especially vulnerable to 

fascistic m anipulation  as a consequence, bu t precisely as it garners for its participants a 

greater criticality. T hus, Benjam in concludes, mass p roduction  provides those who 

exploit it w ith a  powerful new  tool for evaluating the varieties o f  experience which their 

culture affords them , instead o f simply ano ther way to unthinkingly digest the “radical 

political po ten tia l” o f  cultural artifacts in according w ith staid, socially conservative 

rituals o f reception. In  short, “the instant the criterion o f  authenticity  ceases to be 

applicable to artistic production, the total function o f a rt is reversed; instead o f being 

based on ritual, it begins to be based on ano ther practice-politics” (Benjam in 1968,

224).

Even if “the masses” are  figured by m echanical reproduction  into “absent-

m inded” exam iners o r “distracted” critics o f “artw orks,” as B enjam in later claims they

are, their “distracted” reception nonetheless provides for a  kind o f  subjective integrity

which Benjam in argued  N azi fascism obliterated, piecem eal, even while he wrote.

Ultimately, confronted w ith mass production, Benjam in's

viewer becom es a critic instead o f  a w orshipper o f  believer. B enjam in employs 

distraction as a m ark o f expertise am ong the masses; it signals the habitual.

T h a t is, d istraction implies a level o f expertise to w hich the m echanically 

reproduced artw ork can appeal yet w ithout colonizing the view er. In  o ther 

words, the view er’s interpretive agency is im plicitly valorized by film and also,
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as it w ere, pro tected  (through replacem ent o f au ra  by distraction). By honoring 

this agency film honors the masses as subjects and a t the sam e tim e contributes 

to their subjecthood (Leppert 2001, 242-243).

G enerative  A dorno: R eco rd  R ece iver as Dog.

For A dorno , mass production was a m uch m ore abstract process, w ith m uch 

m ore abstract consequences, than  Benjam in considered. M ost famously, to A dorno’s 

m ind, “ the w hole” was “the false” (Adorno 1973, 50). T hus, it was an exceedingly 

problem atic proposition for A dorno that a “base” o f any sort be understood to 

determ ine the uses and  gratifications o f a technology w ithin the contex t o f  a mass 

produced, inherently  capitalist superstructure. H ow ever, in rejecting outrigh t the 

concept o f  “base,” leaving him self no particular concept o f  “to tality” in which to situate 

mass production, A dorno  could only offer a  series o f mostly poetic  descriptions o f life 

under conditions o f  industrial mass production —  as though they  w ere critical 

observations, and  generally w ithout further com m ent. As Istvan M eszaros notes:

even at the core o f his [read: A dorno’s] theoretical en terprise  one could find a 

fundam ental contrad iction  which tended  to paralyze h im  n o t only politically and 

ideologically bu t also intellectually. For while he accepted  the M arxian 

fram ew ork (in the form  in which he inherited  it above all from  Lukacs’s History 

and Class Consciousness, instead o f appropriating  it on the basis o f a solid first-hand 

study) as a  tool o f  diagnosis for grasping the general outlines o f the capitalist age 

and its ‘reification,’ he had  to reject it in its historical specificity as the necessary 

strategic framework o f action applicable to his own circum stances. H e had  to reject it 

because acceptance o f the M arxian perspective in the second sense was radically 

incom patible w ith his own ‘principled’ rejection o f  bo th  active 

political/o rgan izational involvem ent and  ideological commitment, in favour o f a 

generic form  o f ‘criticism ’ (Meszaros 1989, 104; his emphasis).
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W ith  regards to the gram ophone, A dorno simply declares “audience and object

alike.... petite bourgeois girls, m ost o f them  underage,” w ho can only “w ait for someone

to approach  them ,” assumedly, to ask for a dance (Adorno 2001, 274). “T h e  female

voice,” on the o ther hand , sounds “shrill” when it is reproduced; apparen tly  unlike the

male voice, the fem ale voice “requires the physical appearance  o f the body tha t carries

it,” even while “it is ju s t this body tha t the gram ophone elim inates, thereby  giving

every fem ale voice a  sound that is needy and incom plete” (Adorno 2001, 274; m y

emphasis). E lsewhere, A dorno refers to “screeching records,” “lew d chansons” and

“im potent Sim eons.... rhym ed.... with large pantalons” (Adorno 2001, 274). “R ecords”

becom e “virtual photographs o f their owners, flattering pho tographs,” which “w ant,

above all, to be sim ilar” ; eventually, “records” becom e the harb ingers o f a “prim ordial

affect,” which reduces every record receiver to the status o f  a “dog” (Adorno 2001, 274).

Finally, A dorno concludes:

T here  is only one point at which the g ram ophone interferes with both the work 

and the in terpretation . This occurs w hen the m echanical spring wears out. At 

this po in t the sound droops in chrom atic weakness and  the m usic bleakly plays 

itself out. O n ly  w hen gram ophonic reproduction  breaks dow n are its objects 

transform ed. O r  else one removes the record and  lets the spring run  out in 

darkness (Adorno 2001, 275).

O n  a b ro ad e r level, in w hat is now  probably  his m ost controversial essay, “ O n  

the Fetish-C haracter in M usic and  the Regression o f F isten ing” (1938), A dorno declares 

mass produced “m usic en terta inm ent”/ )^se  so degraded  th a t it can  only “inhabit the 

pockets o f silence th a t develop betw een people m oulded by anxiety, work and 

undem anding  docility” (Adorno 2001, 289). R a th e r th an  specify these “pockets o f 

silence” according to w here exactly they obtain, however, A dorno  treats them  

generically, locating them  “everyw here,” which is to say, no place in particu lar (Adorno

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-34-

2001, 287). F u rtherm ore, A dorno fails to explain w hat exactly those who inhabit these 

“pockets o f  silence” are anxious about —  their jobs, the th rea t o f w ar, o f fascism, o f a 

rash on  the soles o f their feet, e tcetera —  nor w hat a specifically “undemanding docility” 

m ight be in concrete, psychological terms. A dorno  simply leaves his Dystopian 

m etaphors stand, and  concludes with a  truism: “I f  nobody can any longer speak, then, 

certainly, nobody can any longer listen” (Adorno 2001, 289).

T his said, A dorno  contradicts him self only a short while later. People do, in 

fact, “listen,” bu t only “atom istically,” w hich is to say, in term s o f  a “bad  naivete” 

tha t “loses itself weakly, passively, in the charm  o f the m om ent, the pleasant single 

sound, the easily graspable and  recollectable m em ory” (Adorno 2001, 318). “M usic,” 

as a genre o f hum an  com m unications, consequently em erges as an  objective 

m anifestation o f “th a t anxiety, tha t terror, tha t insight into the catastrophic situation 

which m ost m erely evade by regressing” (Adorno 2001, 315; his emphasis). Again, 

however, it rem ains up to readers to specify w hat —  in concrete, psychological term s —  

actually constitutes “th a t anxiety, tha t terro r, th a t insight,” and  w hat else “the 

catastrophic situation which m ost m erely evade by regressing” could be.

“The True” is  “The W hole” is  “The F alse”: A d o rn o ’s  S o lip sism .

Given his fondness for figuring life u nder conditions o f industrial mass 

production as an  H uxleyean Dystopia, it is ironic tha t A dorno  should have so virulently 

opposed critical com m itm ent to any conception o f  “the w hole.” Refusing to, in his own 

words, “take a  standpoin t,” A dorno com m itted  him self instead to a ra ther aristocratic, 

culturally om nivorous analytic gaze which ranged  indiscrim inately —  and, to m y m ind, 

often illogically —  over num erous cultural fields in the course o f  a single analysis
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(Adorno 1973, 203).11 W ith no concrete param eters o f analysis set ou t before him, 

A dorno  could, for instance, denounce jazz  as a  collective enactm en t o f castration 

anxieties in the sam e b reath  as he m ight celebrate the collected works o f A rnold 

Schoenberg as an  affront to hedonism . H e could describe Schoenberg’s “pan tonal” 

dissonance as a  byproduct o f advanced industrial capitalism  while m aintain ing that 

even ju st the concept o f a  determ ining “base,” how ever tentatively elucidated, 

constitutes far too m etaphysical a  construct to provide a full accounting  for m odern 

times. A dorno could even denounce Benjam in's conception o f  “criticality” as 

“undialectical,” ju s t as he deem ed “criticality” wholly a grace g ran ted  to “intellectuals” 

by a  “stroke o f  luck” (Adorno 1967, 34).

Given his refusal to com m it to anything b u t “negation w ithout affirm ation,” 

A dorno could only consider mass production  in the m ost abstract and  ahistorical of 

term s. As with Benjam in, it was mass production  per se w hich “transform [ed] the 

tem poral sequence o f  objects into m ore o f  the sam e” to A dorno ’s m ind; mass 

production itself “purges the life-process o f all th a t is uncontrollable, unpredictable, 

incalculable in advance,” “ thus depriving it o f  w hat is genuinely new, w ithout which 

history is hardly conceivable” (Adorno 2000, 272-274). T hus, A dorno  claims, through 

its mass production, cu lture’s inheren t capacity to facilitate “transcenden t ideation” —  

that is, culture’s capacity to facilitate consideration o f o ther social m odes th an  the 

im m ediate —  is w arped  into an  especially perverse m anner o f  brainw ashing. W estern 

popular culture, A dorno concludes, is no th ing  m ore than  a  function o f  this “w arp ing .”

1' Adorno refuses to “take a standpoint” for reasons which he tries but, by his own

admission, ultimately fails to clarify in Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, translated and 

with an introduction by E. B. Ashton. (New York: Continuum, 1973).
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Indeed, the A verage Joes  and  Janes o f mass produced, capitalist m odernity

finally em erge from  A dorno ’s account as som ething like an arm y o f  M anchurian

C andidates, each duped  into a lifetime of compulsive consum ption, an d  forcibly

regressed to a specifically “undem and ing” docility, by the so-called “culture industry.”

According to A dorno , “no independen t thinking m ust be expected from  [this] aud ience”

by analysts (Adorno and  H orkheim er 2002, 47). After all, m aking and  receiving mass

produced cultural artifacts o f  any sort —  w hether films, radio broadcasts, photographs,

music recordings, e tcetera  —  only renders the “culture industry’s” brainw ashing and

infantilization o f its patrons a socially venerated  cultural activity:

In so far as the culture industry arouses a feeling o f well-being that the world is 

precisely in th a t o rder suggested by the culture industry, the substitute 

gratification w hich it prepares for hum an  beings cheats them  out o f the same 

happiness w hich it deceitfully projects. T h e  total effect o f  the culture industry is 

one o f anti-enlightenm ent, in which.... enlightenm ent, th a t is the progressive 

dom ination o f  nature , becom es mass deception and  is tu rn ed  into a m eans for 

fettering consciousness. It im pedes the developm ent o f  au tonom ous, 

independen t individuals w ho judge and  decide consciously for themselves 

(Adorno 1991, 106).

“L ive” Exchange vs. R ecord ing  Practice: D u a lism  vs. D ifference.

Engaging in the so-called “A dorno-B enjam in D eba te” works only to reproduce 

w hat Paul T heberge considers “one o f  the m ost com m on and  m ost often conservative 

popular critiques o f technology [,] which pits sound recording an d  its associated 

practices against ‘live’ perform ance as the n o rm ” (Theberge 2001, 210). Even if  the goal 

o f analysis is to cast R ecord ing  Practice as som ehow  em ancipato ry  from  the 

supposedly feckless conventions o f  “Live” or “C oncert” exchange, as it often is today,
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one nevertheless m aintains by the dualism  o f such a  claim  th a t the la tte r constitutes 

the only standard  in com parison to which all o ther m odalities o f  m usical 

com m unications are scrutable.12 Y et R ecording Practice and  “Live” / “C oncert” 

exchange diverge precisely because the form er reproduces, while the la tte r produces, sonic 

phenom ena. C onsequently, they enable fundam entally unique m usical 

com m unications, and  require different procedures, betw een w hich no unity can be 

asserted b u t tha t bo th  furnish w hat is currently believed to be a genuinely “m usical” 

experience.

W hen  a  person makes a music recording, for instance, they m ake a generation 

o f sound reproduction  technology —  an  object —  which stores da ta , while those who 

perform  “Live” m ake and  shape sonic phenom enon. Also, as a  n u m b er o f 

com m entators have already pointed out, those who m ake an d  h ea r a m usic recording 

m ust use sound reproduction  technology to do so, while no such technology is required

12 Some, among others, who have treated Recording Practice in this or a similar manner 

include, in alphabetical order, Suzanne Gusick, “Gender and the Cultural Work of a 

Classical Performance,” Repercussions Volume 1/Num ber 1 (Spring 1992): 77-110; Steven 

Clarke, “A Magic Science: Rock Music As Recording Art,” Popular Music Volume 

1/Num ber 3 (Spring 1983): 195-223; Antoine Hennion, “The Production of Success: An 

Antimusicology of the Pop Song,” On Record: Rock, Pop and the Written Word, eds. Simon Frith 

and Andrew Goodwin. (New York: Pantheon, 1990), pp. 400-424; Russell A. Potter, “Not 

the Same: Race, Repetition and Difference in Hip-Hop and Dance,” Mapping the Beat: Popular 

Music and Contemporary Theory, eds. Thomas Swiss, John Sloop and Andrew Herman.

(Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), pp. 31-47; Paul Theberge, “W hat’s That Sound? 

Listening to Popular Music Revisited,” Popular Music —  Style and Identity, eds. Will Straw et 

al. (Montreal: Centre for Research on Canadian Cultural Industries and Institutions,

1995), pp. 275-283; and Steve Waksman, “Kick Out the Jams!: The MC5 and the Politics of 

Noise,” Mapping the Beat: Popular Music and Contemporary Theory, eds. Thomas Swiss, John 

Sloop and Andrew Herman. (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), pp. 47-77.
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to m ake o r h ear a “Live” / “C oncert” exchange.13 M oreover, in R ecord ing  Practice, it is 

listeners w ho initiate and  control the sounding o f music; they choose which music 

recordings to  hear, w hen to hear them , w here, a t w hat volum e, w ith w hat frequency 

param eters “boosted” o r “cut,” etcetera. Conversely, w ith “Live” o r “C oncert” 

exchange, these considerations rem ain the purview of perform ing  musicians, as does the 

sounding o f  m usic in the first instance.

It is no t so m uch tha t R ecording Practice reorients “Live” / “C oncert” exchange. 

R ather, bo th  ways o f  musically com m unicating are differently orien ted  from  the first. 

R ecord ing  Practice and  “Live” / “C oncert” exchange derive from , as they inspire, a 

distinct gam ut o f  social precedents and consequences.

The “In co m p le te” P erspective: A d o rn o ’s  an d  B en jam in 's Legacy.

Nevertheless, com m entary  on R ecording Practice rem ains steadfast in its 

com m itm ent to the established poles o f the “A dorno-B enjam in D eba te .”

Consequently, eight decades on, com m entary  still chiefly proceeds from  the assum ption 

that, in M arshall M cL uhan’s words, “the phonograph  is an  extension” —  th a t is, a 

“prosthetic” —  “o f  the voice” (M cLuhan 1964, 275). W hile M cL uhan  m eans by this 

tha t certain technologies achieve as they derive from  a new  post-literate

13 This point is made in, among other texts, Michael Chanan, Repeated Takes: A Short History of 

Recording And ts Effects on Music. (New York: Verso, 1995); Evan Eisenberg, The Recording 

Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to fappa. (New York: New York University Press, 

1987); Paul Theberge, Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music/Consuming Technology. 

(Hanover: University of Wesleyan Press, 1997); and AlbinJ. Zak III, The Poetics of Rock:

Cutting Tracks, Making Music. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).
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com m unications paradigm  in the W est, he also m eans tha t the phonograph , and every 

o ther sound reproduction  technology, literally “extends” o r “prostheticizes” a person’s 

voice beyond its untechnologized scope. Ironically, com m entators alm ost unanim ously 

reject this claim  on grounds o f “technological determ inism ,” yet themselves claim 

m usic record ings/?«?-.re as nothing b u t technological “extensions” / “prosthetics” o f 

original speech acts. T hus, the recorded voice is “disem bodied” (i.e., technologically 

“ex tended” / “prostheticized” beyond corporeality), recorded space is “virtual” (i.e., 

technologically “ex tended”/ “prostheticized” beyond m ateriality) and  “sound fidelity” 

is dem onstrable. R ecord ing  Practice can be noth ing  m ore unique th an  an incom plete 

rendition o f  “Live” / “C oncert” exchange, then —  a corporation  o f  sounds endow ed with 

neither body nor place, which is, in sum, identifiable only by w hat it lacks o f  

“Live” / “C oncert” exchange.

From  this —  “incom plete” —  perspective, all those m usical com m unications 

which occur as p a rt o f  R ecording Practice are, finally, no th ing  b u t byproducts o f  that 

confrontation betw een “Live” / “C oncert” exchange and  industrial mass production 

w hich com m entators tautologically argue generated R ecord ing  Practice in the first 

instance. A nything said o r heard  in the process is only an indication that, for better or 

worse, “Live” / “C oncert” exchange has been adap ted  by record  innovators and  record 

receivers to suit a circum stance in which new m eans o f  transm ission prevail. R ecording 

Practice therefore retains the traditional agency o f a “sender” and  “receiver” in musical 

com m unications, bu t alters:

(i) the form al constitution o f the “messages” which can be sent and received;

(ii) how those “messages” can be sent and  received; and

(iii) the num ber o f receivers to w hom  a  “m essage” can be sent.
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A kind o f  Platonism  is obviously a t w ork here. A n archetype o f  “good” or 

“successful” com m unication guides in terp reta tion  such th a t Shannon-W eaver’s 

“senders” and  “receivers” always figure, regardless o f w hich m aterials they find worldly 

expression in. T h e  m edium  as such —  th a t which enables people only certain  m anners 

o f com m unicating, only certain  discursive agencies —  sim ply vanishes from  analysis. 

R ecording Practice becom es technologically neutral and , thus, culturally “ubiquitous” 

—  never a  regim ented set o f  uses for technology which each  shapes those who 

undertake them  into particu lar kinds o f  discursive agents, no r a  m atte r o f relative 

m onetary, let alone o f cultural, privilege.

“D isem b o d ied ” Voices: U prooting B en jam in ’s  O rch ids.

A ccepting the “incom plete” perspective on R ecord ing  Practice leads to a curious

kind o f analytic reasoning. In  the case o f the voice, for instance, the m ost “au then tic”

voice becom es tha t which R ecord ing  Practice is supposed to  exem pt from  itself as a

m atter of course: the “em bodied” voice o f  an  “em bodied” speaker. T h e  “disem bodied”

voice —  which, in this case, is to say, the “ recorded” voice —  m aterializes only the

conspicuous absence o f an  “em bodied” voice in this account, being identifiable to

com m entators only by its lack o f “em bodiedness.” But both the “embodied.” voice and the

“disembodied” voice are constructs o f Recording Practice. They are things made, not things made

present or absent, by it. T h a t is, in W alter Benjam in's slightly m ore poetic words,

M echanical equipm ent has pene tra ted  so deeply into reality that.... the 

equipm ent-free aspect o f reality has becom e the height o f artifice. T h e  sight o f  

im m ediate reality has becom e an  o rchid  in the land  o f  technology” (Benjam in 

1968, 233).
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Indeed, the notion o f an  “em bodied” voice is only possible if  there is a 

“disem bodied” voice with which to contrast it. In  short, “authenticity  and  presence 

becom e issues only w hen there is som ething to w hich we can  com pare them ” (Sterne 

2003a, 220). It is, then, the historical em ergence o f  a “disem bodied” voice which, on 

hindsight, impresses even ju st the concept o f an “em bodied” voice upon  our musical 

consciousness. T h e  O ne  (i.e., the “em bodied” voice) cannot exist w ithout its definitive 

O th e r (i.e., the “disem bodied” voice).

How ever, com m entators typically trea t only the “disem bodied” voices they 

claim  to hear em anating  from  their stereo systems as a p roduct o f  sound reproduction 

technology. T h e  “em bodied” voice is precisely w hat they claim  a m usic recording is 

incapable o f reproducing  (it is precisely w hat m ust always be conspicuously absent 

during record reception). T hus, com m entators study “disem bodiedness” per se as 

though it were a fundam ental constituent o f R ecord ing  Practice. C asting this 

“disem bodiedness” as an “un in tended  consequence” o f sound reproduction  technology, 

com m entators proceed to posit it as indicative only o f the very pre-technological sort o f 

“em bodiedness” w hich it, itself, determ ines.

U ltim ately, com m entators who insist upon an “em bod ied” / “disem bodied” 

dualism study B enjam in’s “orchids” —  themselves a m etonym  for th a t kind o f 

“originality” which can only be seen on hindsight, pieced together from  copies —  

w ithout inquiring further into the m etaphor to determ ine w hat conditions enable such 

“orchids” to thrive, o r w hat com pels them  to blossom , in the first place. As Jo n a th a n  

Sterne explains:

T he logic o f  ‘original’ and  ‘copy’ does n o t adequately  describe the process o f 

sound reproduction.... T h e  ‘original’ em bedded  in the recording.... certainly bears 

a causal relation with the reproduction, b u t only because the original is itself an 

artifact o f  the process o f  reproduction. W ithou t the technology o f reproduction,

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-42-

the copies do n o t exist, but, then , neither would the originals.... T herefore, a 

notion o f  [R ecording Practice] based on a fundam ental distinction betw een 

original and  copy will m ost likely bracket the question o f  w hat constitutes the 

originality itself. In  em phasizing the products o f  reproduction , it effaces the 

process (Sterne 2003a, 219; his emphasis).

P o sts tru c tu ra lism : the N ew  Science.

N o m atte r how  idealistic or Platonic it m ay seem given a close scrutiny, the 

“incom plete” perspective on R ecording Practice prevails. T his is so due to the 

prevalence o f so-called “poststructural” inquiry in cu rren t com m entary  on R ecording 

Practice. Indeed, the “incom plete” perspective on R ecord ing  Practice, and  a genuinely 

poststructural approach  to music technology, proceed hand-in -hand .

By now, poststructuralism  constitutes a powerful institutional pressure with 

which those w ho w ould understand  R ecording Practice, especially u nder the auspices of 

academ ic inquiry, m ust contend. It has blossom ed into such a  vast interpretive field 

that inquiry into its cu rren t situation in analysis o f culture could, an d  probably should, 

be volum inous in scope. H ow ever, a logical basis, if no t a s tructural foundation, can be 

asserted for poststructuralism , specifically, as it obtains in p resent study o f m aking and 

hearing m usic recordings.

Poststructuralism  is chiefly considered a reaction to, m ore so than  a 

m odification of, certain  foundational tenets o f w hat it takes as its negative m ovem ent, 

namely, structuralism . From  its beginnings in A m erica, w hich dates back to Jacques 

D errida’s “S tructure, Sign and Play in the Discourse o f  the H u m an  Sciences” 

(1967/1968), poststructuralism  has been mostly con ten t to construe gaps or lacunae in 

structuralist knowledge, and  to constitute itself w ithin those gaps. C harg ing  the latter
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w ith a  blinkered analytic gaze upon certain “paradoxical origins” —  and, thereby, o f 

artificially cen tering  itself upon an im m anent contradiction —  poststructuralism  

characterizes itself in tu rn  as a palliative for the allegedly m etaphysical, naive and 

arrogant in terpretive excesses which it claims inevitably ensue given the form er.14 

M ost often, in fact, poststructuralism  is positioned by its adherents as a critical project 

which is devoted  in its entirety  to rectifying num erous, often allegedly “am oral” lacunae 

in preceding (but mostly structuralist) m odes o f knowledge p roduction , ra ther than  as a 

m ode o f knowledge production with m erit in its own right.

T his critical focus is perhaps m ost notable in a debate  which M ichel Foucault 

undertakes w ith w hat he calls the “global, totalitarian theories” o f K arl M arx  and 

Sigm eund Freud: “P ow er/K now ledge” (Foucault 2001, 69; his emphasis). In 

Foucault’s w ords, “the a ttem pt to think in term s o f a totality has in fact proved a 

hindrance to research” (Foucault 2001, 69). This said, Foucau lt proceeds to describe 

both  M arxist political-econom y and Freudian  analytic-psychology —  two m odes of 

knowledge p roduction  which Foucault takes as representative o f  structuralism  in 

general —  as, in toto, nothing b u t m ethods for “disqualifying” as “inadequate” w hat they 

first assume are  “naive knowledges, located low dow n on the h ierarchy  beneath  the

141 use the term “paradoxical origin” here to reference Derrida’s (1967/1968) primary 

complaint against, for example, the structuralism of Claude Levi-Strauss, which is that 

structural “mythologies” of meaning purport a basis for all knowledge production 

constituted by an “origin” —  or, let’s face it, a Prime Mover (sometimes referred to as a 

“transcendental signified”) —  which exists “outside” or independent of the structure it is 

ultimately argued to constitute. The most common example deployed to elucidate this is 

Christian theology and its dependence upon a God figure, who may act in what secular 

reason determines to be antithetical manners from those strictures which the church 

arguably levels upon behavior in “His” name.
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requ ired  level o f  cognition or scientificity” (Foucault 2001, 69). In  their stead, Foucault 

proposes “genealogy,” a critical project which he outlines in a  sum m ary  tha t is w orth 

reproducing  here in full:

This research activity, which one can thus call genealogical, has nothing 

at all to do w ith an opposition betw een the abstract unity o f  theory and the 

concrete m ultiplicity o f facts. It has no th ing  at all to do w ith a disqualification 

o f  the speculative dim ension which opposes to it, in the nam e o f some kind of 

scientism, the rigor o f well established knowledges. It is n o t therefore via an 

em piricism  th a t the genealogical project unfolds, no r even via a positivism in 

the ord inary  sense o f tha t term . W h at it really does is to en terta in  the claims to 

attention o f  local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitim ate knowledges against 

the claims o f a unitary  body o f  theory w hich would filter, hierarchies and  order 

them  in the nam e o f some true knowledge and some a rb itra ry  idea o f w hat 

constitutes a  science and its objects.

Genealogies are therefore.... precisely anti-sciences. N ot tha t they 

vindicate a lyrical right to ignorance o r non-knowledge: it is not that they are 

concerned to deny knowledge or that they esteem  the virtues o f direct cognition 

and base their practice upon an im m ediate experience th a t escapes 

encapsulation in knowledge.... W e are concerned , ra ther, w ith the insurrection o f 

knowledges th a t are opposed prim arily  no t to the contents, m ethods o r concepts 

of a science, b u t to the effects o f  the centralizing powers w hich are linked to the 

institution and  functioning o f an  organized scientific discourse w ithin a society 

such as ours. N or does it really basically m atte r all th a t m uch that this 

institutionalization o f scientific discourse is em bodied in an  university, or, m ore 

generally, in an  educational apparatus, in a theoretical-com m ercial institution 

such as psychoanalysis or w ithin the fram ew ork o f reference th a t is provided by 

a political system such as M arxism ; for it is really against the effects o f the 

pow er o f a discourse that is considered to be scientific th a t the genealogy m ust 

wage its struggle (Foucault 2001, 71).
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T hough  Foucault's explanation o f the critical aims o f “genealogy” is clear, it

rem ains unclear how, exactly, “the power o f  a discourse th a t is considered to be

scientific” can  be extricated  from  the discourse o f “scientism ” itself. Judg ing  only

“scientific” discourses and  not the discourse o f “scientism ” itself, “genealogy” would

work only to falsify certa in  discourses based upon the allegation th a t they “subjugate”

rather th an  falsify, even as, in so doing, it would have to consider falsification per se

mostly a rhetorical device (Foucault 2001, 70). T h a t is, should the focus o f

“genealogy” slip from  “scientism ” to “scientific” discourses —  say, again, from

“scientism” to M arxist political-econom y or Freudian  analytic-psychology —

“genealogy” could only do precisely w hat it sets ou t no t to, nam ely, m ake o f itself a

“scientific” discourse which works to negate the negations o f no t “scientism ” but

“scientific” discourses in general, simply readjusting the term s o f  falsification such tha t

the identification “subjugated” disqualifies “subjugating,” “insurrection” disqualifies

“tyranny,” etcetera.

Still, any supposedly “em ancipatory ,” “an ti-to talitarian” and  “revolutionary”

project m ust be w orth  pursuing. But, again, how is “genealogy” to be achieved? T h a t

is, how does “genealogy” com port itself faced with charges such as Istvan M eszaros’s

that, when the concept o f “totality” is in the first instance dismissed as only a

“hindrance to research” :

we are presented with general theories.... w hich are problem atical even in their 

own term s o f reference. For in their u tter negativity they are parasitic on the 

rejected forms o f  em ancipatory  discourse, w ithout being able to indicate at the 

same tim e on the basis o f the actual historical dynam ics som e feasible forces o f 

individual and  social em ancipation, together w ith the m odalities o f  their likely 

action through which the transcendence o f  the new prevailing conditions o f 

(generically criticized) dom ination  could be accom plished (M eszaros 1989, 43).

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-46-

First, according to  Foucault, analysts m ust recognize genuinely “structuralist” 

notions o f how  the w orld works as, fundam entally, no m ore than  analytic “pretenses” 

devised and  deployed by an  em pow ered few —  som ething like a M arx ian  intellectual 

“vanguard ,” o r a  Platonic “guard ianship” —  to “disguise” those “subjugated 

knowledges,” “those blocs o f  historical knowledges, which [are] present bu t disguised 

w ithin the body o f  functionalist systematizing theory” (Foucault 2001, 70; m y 

emphasis). T h en , analysts m ust adop t “genealogy” as an antidote. As Foucault 

writes, “genealogy” is “the tactics whereby, on the basis of.... local discursivities,” so- 

called “disguised” o r “subjugated knowledges” are “released” and  finally “brought into 

play” (Foucault 2001, 72).

Thus, Foucault m ore th an  implicitly claims “genealogy” as “em ancipato ry” or 

“revolutionary” and , for instance, M arxist political-econom y and  F reud ian  analytic- 

psychology as “conservative,” if no t straightforw ardly “oppressive.” T hese charges 

surely run coun ter to M arx ’s and  F reud’s radically hum an ita rian  aim s, and  counter to 

Foucault’s stated aim  o f  targeting only “scientism ” by “genealogy.” Aside from  this, 

there is also the b ro ad er question o f w hether o r no t “genealogy” is m odifiable. After all, 

“genealogy” openly seeks an anti-system ic/anti-structuralist constitu tion in favor o f —  

to my m ind, a  generically described —  “open” participatory  politics, albeit w ithout the 

participation o f  M arxists o r F reudian  analytic psychologists, nor, I suppose, o f 

physicists, pediatricians, quan tu m  chemists, geologists, statistical sociologists, 

evolutionary psychologists, no r o f anyone else w ho thinks in term s o f  structure  and 

empirical falsifiability.

Perhaps m ost problem atically, Foucault claims to seek this “anti-system ic” 

constitution for “genealogy” under the auspices o f achieving a ra th e r m oral victory. 

Indeed, Foucault’s tru th  claims (about tru th  claims in general) are couched  in such
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m oral term s th a t I find it exceedingly difficult to openly consider even ju st the 

possibility tha t they m ay be inherently  flawed, o r in need o f m odification, for fear of 

being charged som ething like a “counterrevolutionary” (and, I should note, I have been 

inform ed m ore th an  once during m y career as a  graduate  student th a t my skepticism 

tow ards “genealogy” is simply a function o f the fact tha t I am  w hite, heterosexual and 

male). H ow  does one even begin to advocate for a m ode o f  know ledge production 

which ano ther, now  m ore em pow ered, m ode describes as “to ta lita rian ” and 

“tyrann ical”? W h a t are  people to do with any reservations they m ay have about 

“genealogy” faced w ith its ra ther O rw ellian assertion tha t such reservations can, on 

some level, be chalked up to unconscious sym pathy with “b a d ” o r “Philistine” politics?

T hough  there  is certainly m erit to the notion o f  “pow er/know ledge,” and  though 

“genealogy” certainly sounds a noble enough cause, seldom  are  its m ost basic 

propositions addressed. H ow , for exam ple, does “genealogy” avoid becom ing yet 

ano ther in a long line of, by its own logic, “rhetorical devices” an d  “narrative 

strategies” deployed to seize interpretive or analytic pow er for itself, and  for those upon 

whose behalf it operates? Again, “genealogy” clearly seeks to “subjugate” M arxist 

political-econom y and  Freudian analytic-psychology —  w hich, by its ad homonem logic, 

is to say M arxists and  Freudians —  claim ing th a t such in terpretive m odes are w orthy 

o f treatm ent by present-day scholars as nothing m ore than  “global, totalitarian 

theories.” In  doing this, “genealogy” rather straightforw ardly seeks to reveal that, by 

nature o f their “to ta litarian” claims to “scientism,” “scientific” discourses do not m eet 

the requirem ents o f  “anti-science,” which is the b roader discourse th a t “genealogy” 

constructs and  em beds itself within.

Ultim ately, “genealogy” disqualifies w hat does no t m eet the requirem ents o f 

“anti-science” from  further developm ent (except, perhaps, as an  historical aberration

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-48-

which “genealogy,” by its supposedly “anti-systemic n a tu re ,” claims to rectify). But 

this leaves only the discourse o f “anti-science” as a m arker o f  historical accuracy and 

relevance. S ituating one’s discourse w ithin the b roader discourse o f “anti-science,” or 

“genealogy,” becom es the only recourse for constituting the relevance and  tenability of 

one’s claims. Indeed , “anti-science” shall likely have to face an  “anti-science” of its 

own som eday, nam ely, a recuperated  “scientism.”

Shaping D iscou rse(s): M usicology In terp e lla tes  “G enealogy’s ” R hetoric.

Such —  to m y m ind, insurm ountable —  contradictions aside, the m oral rhetoric

which Foucault deploys throughout “P ow er/K now ledge” seems to have found its way

into m usicological considerations o f poststructuralism . A lastair W illiam s, for instance,

recently claim s th a t poststructuralism  “exposed1’ the “great arrogance” o f  structuralism ,

which is, to W illiam s’s m ind, “the belief tha t it could som ehow  transcend its own

m ethodology” and  “access fundam ental principles” (W illiams 2001, 27; m y

emphasis).15 Poststructuralism  is nothing less than  a “rectification” o f  structuralism ’s

“universalizing” tendencies, according to W illiams, the la tte r being only analytic

“pretense [s] ” deployed to “uphold the neutral values o f  a  symbolic system instead o f

understand ing” them selves as constitutive o f “a shaping discourse” (Williams 2001,

28-29). T h a t said, W illiams does finally concede tha t poststructuralism , too, can be

understood to conceal a num ber of:

totalizing tendencies, since history, too, can be read  as a construction, as 

som ething to be challenged and scrutinized. A  willingness to bypass the subject

15 This strikes me as no more an article of faith than to profess the empirical impossibly of 

doing so and, in turn, stating the objective impossibility of objective ideation per se.
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and  a reluctance to reflect on the historical locations o f its own discourses are 

structuralist problem s tha t rem ain endem ic to poststructuralism  (Williams 

2001, 29).

T h e  notion that, as a critical project, structuralism  did, o r does, not consider

itself a “shaping discourse” is seriously m isguided. It is, though, a popular

m isconception a t present. Again, according to Foucault, “if we have any objection

against M arxism ,” for instance,

it lies in the fact that it could effectively be a science. In  m ore detailed term s, I 

w ould say tha t even before we can know  the ex ten t to w hich som ething such as 

M arxism  or psychoanalysis can be com pared  to a  scientific practice in its 

everyday functioning, its rules o f construction, its w orking concepts, that even 

before we can pose the question o f a  form al and  structural analogy betw een 

M arxist o r psychoanalytic discourse, it is surely necessary to question ourselves 

about aspirations to the kind o f pow er th a t is presum ed to accom pany such a 

science (Foucault 2001, 72).

As though he were finally shredding a taboo w hich has persisted for eons, Foucault 

concludes his study by dem anding  o f “scientific” M arxism : “W hich  theoretical-political 

avant-garde do you w ant to en throne in o rder to isolate it from  all the discontinuous 

forms o f knowledge tha t circulate about it?” (Foucault 2001, 72).

Perhaps I am  alone in this, bu t Foucau lt’s entire in terrogation  o f M arx  strikes 

m e as tan tam oun t to dem anding o f a C atholic priest w hether o r no t he secretly believes 

in transubstantiation. T h e  whole point o f M arx ’s critique o f  capitalism  was to effect 

change —  to instantiate a shaping discourse abou t capitalism  w hich w ould “filter, 

hierarchise and  o rder” w hatever it comes across in o rder to falsify any tru th  claim  

which does not shape its object(s) o f  inquiry in accordance w ith M arx ’s hum an itarian  

aims. M arx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, though controversial, can at least be said
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to po in t to this goal: “T h e  philosophers have only interpreted the w orld in various ways; 

the poin t, however, is to change it” (M arx 1998, 574; m y emphasis).

In  fact, especially in his m ost sustained critique o f capitalism , Das Kapital (2003), 

M arx  is anything if  no t clear concern ing  w hat, specifically, troubles him  about the 

capitalist m ode o f production, and w hat he hopes to clarify to his readers by analyzing 

its architecture. It is, to M arx ’s m ind, simply param oun t that, as U rsu la M . Franklin 

explains o f her own concerns as an analyst o f technology and  W estern  capitalist 

m odernity, “over the unend ing  din o f  econom ic rhetoric, we.... speak o f  w hat happens to 

people” ; tha t “w hat happens to peop le” not be understood as “a m ere footnote to an 

econom ic report, b u t [as] the central focus for action o f  governm ents and com m unities” 

(Franklin 1992, 177).

As one am ong  m any possible historical m odes o f  p roduction , capitalism  is, in 

M arx ’s opinion, actually a form  o f  anarchy, specifically, in its m eans and relations o f 

production. As Jo n a th a n  W olff writes, “innovate o r die is the logic o f  capitalism ,” 

which is to say, “be incredulous tow ards everything,” from  technology to m etanarrative, 

that conserves, ra the r than  intensifies, the rate o f  re tu rn  (W olff 2002, 65). G iven this 

refusal to “take a stand” on any issue b u t blind obedience to the profit motive, the 

capitalist m ode o f production consequently enables a mass ex tortion  o f arbitrarily  

construed value from people’s bodies, based upon w hat am ounts to a  genetic lottery tha t 

works to garner privilege for some and  disfranchisem ent for others; and  which 

perpetuates itself by (i) furnishing only the privileged few ow nership over the m aterial 

m eans o f (re)production, and (ii) tacitly venerating their use o f these m eans in the 

service of self-preservation and advancem ent (which is, at the sam e tim e, preservation 

and advancem ent o f capital).
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U ltim ately, in M arx ’s opinion, it is the capitalist m ode o f production  itself which

allows for a “constantly dim inishing num ber of.... m agnates o f  capital w ho usurp and

m onopolize all advantages o f this process o f transform ation” and , in so doing, who

“grow the mass o f  misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, explo itation” (M arx 1978,

438). In  Das Kapital, as elsewhere, M arx is forthrightly concerned  w ith for whom ,

specifically, this m ight be said to occur, and  how  exactly the capitalist obtains such

“global, to ta litarian” sway over hum an  life:

M odern  industry never views o r treats the existing form  o f  a production  process 

as the definitive one. Its technical basis is therefore revolutionary, w hereas all 

earlier m odes o f production  were essentially conservative. By m eans of 

m achinery, chem ical processes and o ther m ethods, it is continually  

transform ing no t only the technical basis o f production  b u t also the functions o f 

the w orker and  the social com binations o f the labour process. A t the same tim e, 

it thereby also revolutionizes the division o f labour w ithin society, and  

incessantly throw s masses o f capital and  o f  w orkers from  one bracket of 

production to an o th er (M arx 1976, 617).

It is, then , the poststructural critique which makes the claim  for “scientific” 

neutrality with regards to structuralism , especially with regards to any M arxian  

variants. M arx  was in terested in m aking em pirically falsifiable claims abou t 

capitalism, to be sure, b u t to clarify its falsifiability, ruthlessness, aggressive anti

hum anism  and, as such, its untenability. T hrough  its poststructural critique, M arx’s 

own critique of, m ost obviously, H egelian dialectics and  so-called “positive” or 

“identity consciousness” —  a  critique first launched to rectify specific social conditions 

which had contribu ted  to people being systematically m ade to suffer on  a physical, 

emotional and  spiritual level (and Foucault's blunt, negative critique o f  M arx  as a 

“global, to ta litarian” theorist is especially troubling in this respect) —  is reshaped into
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noth ing  bu t a m ethod  for improperly knowing the world. W h a t began  as a hum anitarian  

reappraisal o f  certain  m odalities o f  knowledge production  becom es only a  m easure for 

producing g rea ter o r lesser degrees o f accuracy in in terpreta tions o f cultural artifacts 

and the processes by w hich those artifacts are m ade. C onsequently , studying culture 

becom es only a  w ay to know better, a m ethod for producing m ore o r less authentic 

abstractions.16

P o sts tru c tu ra l People: C en tered  On D ecen teredn ess, M on o lith ica lly  Plural.

T o m ake the corrections it claims to, poststructuralism  m ust abstract people 

precisely as it charges structuralism  with doing. In  Jill D o lan ’s w ords, “according to 

poststructuralism , subjectivity is never m onolithic or fixed, b u t decen tered  an d ,” thus, 

“constantly th row n into process by the very com peting discourses through which 

identity m ight be c la im ed” (Dolan 1989: 59-60; m y emphasis). O f  course, this claim 

about w hat subjectivity “is never” is also a claim  about w hat it always is. A ccording to 

D olan, subjectivity is essentially “decentered ,” in flux and  “constantly  throw n into 

process.” Subjectivity is, in o ther words, centered upon  “decenteredness” and, 

therefore, monolithically processual. T hus, subjectivity is shaped  into a constantly moving

10 Indeed, here, it is the critique, and not the object of its criticism, which exemplifies that 

“academic discourse, and perhaps American university discourse in particular,” which, 

according to Julia Kristeva, “possesses an extraordinary ability to absorb, digest and 

neutralize all of the key, radical or dramatic moments of thought, particularly, a fortiori, of 

contemporary thought,” in Julia Kristeva (1983, 83).
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negation o f  structural determ ination per se, which is to say, it is shaped into an entirely

self-determ ining, self-autonom ous entity .1' Yet,

while everyone m ay be entitled to his o r her own private space, only those who 

have enough m oney can, in fact, afford to purchase the private property  required 

to ‘do their own th ing.’ As a consequence, econom ic inequalities necessarily 

delim it o u r individual ‘rights’ to self-fulfillment.... T h e  to lerance for various 

values and  ‘lifestyles’ so notable in Brian P alm er’s suburban  Silicon Valley is 

helped along by real estate prices (averaging well over $100,000 per house in the 

early  1980s) th a t exclude all bu t the upper m iddle class from  buying hom es 

there. T h e ir livelihood does not hinge on their com m unal loyalties o r local 

respectability, bu t on their technical skills, certified by university degrees and 

m easured  by the profit-accounting o f  corporations.... [The] separate [read: self- 

autonom ous/self-determ ining] self, in short, is socially located  on private 

p roperty  th a t is m arked off from  the public sphere bu t depends entirely on the 

institutional structure o f the society a t large for its ap p aren t freedom s (Bellah 

2001,310).

Likewise, in considering subjectivity and, by extension, the Self as self

determ ining agencies —  which is to say, negations o f  structural determ ination  per se —  

poststructural com m entary  standardizes all m anner o f  cu ltural practice and ideation 

(and, again, precisely as it claims structuralism  did so egregiously before). T he 

prim ary com plaint launched against structuralism  by self-identifying poststructuralists 

is tha t structuralist interpretations o f cultures, cultural practices and  cultural artifacts 

tend “to fix [the] proliferation o f m eaning” such tha t those “spaces o f  social

17 That being said, this account does claim to allow for determination via speakers’s “social 

situations.” However, given that it self-consciously lacks a concept of “totality,” no broader 

structural determinations are furnished by poststructuralism to provide a material basis for 

“social situatedness,” which leaves only an abstract particularity, something like “the social 

itself,” as a basis for behavior.
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contestation,” those “texts,” which people m ake and  receive u nder the auspices o f

cultural practice becom e equated  with only one or two possible “readings” or

“hab ita tions” (Foucault 1984, 118). W hile it is a great achievem ent o f

poststructuralism  to have clarified tha t there  are, indeed, num erous ways to “inhabit”

the “social space” o f  a “text” —  and, furtherm ore, tha t analyses w hich concern

themselves with these “habitations” should have an equal say in knowledge production

as do those concerned with such “habita tions” and the b ro ad er structural

determ inations which enable a “text” to exist and  to be m ultiply “inhab ited” in the first

instance —  the critique ultim ately does precisely w hat it sets ou t no t to .18 Specifically,

it standardizes all m anner o f cultural practice and ideation as standard  in its defiance o f

standardization (often referred to as “undecidability”). In  fact, according to the

poststructural Weltenschauung:

Every text is undecidable in th a t it conceals conflicts w ithin it betw een different 

authorial voices —  sometimes term ed  text and  subtext(s). Every text is a 

contested terrain  in the sense th a t w hat it appears to ‘say’ on  the surface cannot 

be understood w ithout reference to the concealm ents and  contextualizations o f 

m eaning going on sim ultaneously to m ark the tex t’s significance (e.g. the use o f 

specialized jargon). These concealm ents and  contextualizations m ight be 

viewed as the assum ptions tha t every text makes in p resum ing tha t it will be 

understood. But these assum ptions are suppressed, and  thus the read er’s 

attention is diverted from  them  (Agger 1991: 112; m y emphasis).

18 For a good example of a study which analyzes “texts,” “habitations” and the broader 

structural determinations which enable a “text” to exist and to be multiply “inhabited” in the 

first instance, see Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology. (New York: 

Prometheus Books, 1998).
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Finally, then, poststructuralism  is guilty o f m ain tain ing  its own “paradoxical

origins,” o f taking certain  foundational premises o f its own on  faith. It holds as its

central tenets th a t (i) if any structure is seen to underpin , enclose o r prescribe hum an

behavior, it shall be seen to do so only in the eyes o f the beholder, and (ii) observing

structure shall be understood to say m ore about who observes it, th an  w ho o r w hat they

observe. C onsequently, as T erry  Eagleton explains, it becom es:

C ulture, no t G od  or N atu re , which is the foundation o f  the  world. It is not, to be 

sure, all th a t stable a foundation, since cultures change, and  there are m any 

varieties o f  them . But while we are actually inside a culture we canno t peer 

outside it, so th a t it feels like as m uch o f a  foundation as R eason did to Hegel. 

Indeed, w hat we would see if  we could peer beyond it w ould itself be  determ ined 

by the culture. C ulture, then , is a bum py kind o f  bo ttom  line, b u t it is a bottom  

line all the sam e. It goes all the way down. Instead o f  doing w hat comes 

naturally, we do w hat com es culturally. Instead o f  following N atu re , we follow 

Culture. C ulture is a set o f  spontaneous habits so deep th a t we c a n ’t even 

exam ine them . A nd this, am ong o ther things, conveniently isolates them  from  

criticism (Eagleton 2003, 58-59).

These core “pretenses” find expression in cu rren t com m entary  on R ecord ing  

Practice as a singular focus upon the sound o f  music recordings, and  upon how  that 

sound encourages —  if no t compels —  record receivers to access and  deploy particu lar 

musical com petencies, w hether “sedim ented” o r “subversive.” R ecord ing  Practice 

emerges, in tu rn , as one o f m any Coliseums o f  abstraction w hich are  currently  active in 

W estern culture, w herein com peting discourses duke it ou t for dom inance. T his is, in 

the end, an entirely idealistic view. O n e  which overlooks the act o f  R ecord ing  Practice 

completely (i.e., those things th a t people m ust physically do w ith their sound 

reproduction technologies to m ake or hear record  “con ten t”). G iven th a t w h a t’s done 

by R ecording Practice is actually done by using sound rep roduction  technology, the
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“text” o f R ecord ing  Practice m ust be the physical behavior o f  using such technology for 

musical purposes before, and  while, it is anything else. A nd poststructuralism  simply 

cannot grasp this fact.

Furtherm ore , while so-called “poststructuralism s” are typically deployed by 

theorists o f R ecord ing  Practice to counter “technological determ inism s,” which is the 

nam e currently  given to any perspective o f technology th a t garners for it social efficacy, 

this is only ever done in the service o f constituting yet ano ther such “determ inism .” It 

is, o f  course, agreed th a t som ething called “sound reproduction  technology” exists. 

Analysts inclined tow ards genuinely poststructural in terpreta tions o f  m usic technology 

simply claim  th a t technology is neutral and , thus, th a t “technological determ inism ” 

garners for it too much efficacy.

Put simply, claim ing technology as neutral nonetheless gran ts it social efficacy. 

T h a t is, the claim  th a t technology is “neu tra l” is “technological determ in ism ” in 

culturalist guise. T h is perspective claims technology as some thing w hich, by its nature , 

“extends” /  “prostheticizes” singular hum an  ingenuity and  sense in to  unprecedented  

multiplicities —  w hich is to say, it claims technology as archetypically  prosthetic —  

when even prosthetic devices, from  spectacles to plastic limbs, enable  and , in so doing, 

determine a  range o f behaviors which simply could no t ob tain  in th e ir absence. T hose 

who reject “technological determ inism ” in this m anner nevertheless agree, then, tha t 

“we make m achines for ou r own ends,” as T im othy  T ay lo r proclaim s, bu t precisely as 

we are (re)made by them  (Taylor 2001, 14).

T he different ways th a t cultures produce and  use technology constitute different 

ways o f accommodating the determ ining efficacies and  agencies w hich each technology is 

built to em body, no t p ro o f tha t such efficacies and  agencies are only the figm ent o f 

analysts’s im aginations. Indeed, the fact tha t A m ericans and  Scandinavians, for
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instance, react differently to the th rea t o f nuclear w ar doesn’t negate that, in so doing, 

both cultures react to th a t same nuclear holocaust which nuclear w arheads are built to 

m anufacture, regardless o f who specifically deploys them. H ow ever, w hen such accom m odation 

is m istaken for determ ination , as happens here, “convention” and  “arbitrariness” are 

taken aprioristically to m ean “w ithout substance,” “sheer random ness” or “chaos.” In 

light o f  such reasoning, one m ight simply w onder how R ecord ing  Practice is done, then, 

if no t by capitalizing on w hat sound reproduction technology can be m ade to do in a 

particular m an n er th a t m akes sense given a  particu lar social circum stance? O r, m ore 

fundam entally, w hat, then , is sound reproduction technology?

Victor M a rk e ts  the “In co m p le te” P erspective .

T h e  association betw een R ecording Practice and  “Live” / “C oncert” exchange, 

which the “incom plete” /poststructu ra l perspective on m usic technology assumes, simply 

did not exist on  a w idespread scale in the W est until a good th ree decades after Edison 

unveiled his phonograph  at the offices o f  Scientific American in 1877. First, this perspective 

had to be p ropagated  to a  largely disbelieving public th rough  the m arketing  efforts o f 

N orth A m erican record  com panies such as, m ost prom inently , T h e  V ictor Talking 

M achine C om pany.

Even in 1904, N orth  A m erican record labels w ere faced w ith a general consensus 

that their wares were m ere novelties —  and, for m any, annoying  novelties a t that —  

despite sales in the thousands for certain  music recordings on their rosters. T he 

following harangue, published by The Daily Forward in 1904, is typical. H eaded  “T he 

V ictrola Season H as B egun,” the editorial’s anonym ous au th o r, whose tongue, it 

should be noted, is obviously planted firmly in cheek, goes so far as to cast all the
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w orld’s V ictrolas as som ething like a  plague o f sonic locusts (sounding m uch like

T h eo d o r W . A dorno  all the while):

G o d  sent us the V ictrola, and you can ’t get away from  it, unless you run  to the 

park. As if we d id n ’t have enough problem s with cockroaches and children 

p racticing  the piano next door.... I t’s everyw here, this V ictrola: in the tenem ents, 

the restaurants, the ice-cream  parlors, the candy stores. Y ou lock your door at 

n ight and  are  safe from  burglars, bu t n o t from  the V ictro la (cited in S tarr and 

W ate rm an  2003, 37).

T hough  it is unclear w hether o r no t public sentim ent exactly m irrored  The Daily

Forward's ironic —  though nevertheless p ro testan t —  stance tow ards the V ictrola, there

was, by m ost accounts, a great deal o f a t least “ incredulity” tow ards “talking

m achines” in the public m ind. As Lisa G itelm an notes, while, du ring  so-called “novelty

dem onstrations” o f  the Edison phonograph  th roughou t the last two decades o f the

nineteenth  century , there were certainly those in the audience w ho “greeted the

phonograph  w ith.... enthusiasm ,” m ore seem to have greeted  it w ith a healthy dose o f :

Skepticism. O n  the one hand, [crowds] m arveled at the unprecedented  

phenom enon  o f recorded sound (a m achine tha t speaks!). M any, however, felt 

d isappoin tm ent when, after all hyperbolic rhetoric  su rrounding  the device, the 

early, im perfect phonograph  produced only faint sounds obscured by scratchy 

surface noise (G itelm an 2003, 157).

M ost famously, V ictor found a  palliative for this “incredulity” in the likeness o f 

Enrico Caruso. T h e  same year The Daily Forward published its anti-V ictrola diatribe, in 

1904, p roducer C . G . Childs signed C aruso to an  exclusive endorsem ent deal. T h e  new 

“jew el in V ic to r’s crow n” which C aruso presented paid off handsom ely. A lready 

adm ired for his m usical prowess, C aruso furnished V ictor w ith a specifically “m usical” 

prestige and, in so doing, with a valuable figurehead through  w hich to propagate the
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technical superiority o f  their b ran d  o f sound reproduction  technology and the prim acy of

specifically “m usical” experience w hich tha t technology afforded. In  doing all this,

C aruso also lent V ic to r’s sound reproduction  technologies a certain  familiarity, serving

as a visual analog for w hat V ictor sought to conjoin conceptually (i.e., sound

reproduction technology and musical experience) ra the r than  as sim ply a popular opera

singer w ho endorsed their wares.

“W hich  is w hich?” an ad for V ictor b ran d  “talking m achines,” published in

1904, challenges. O n  either side, a  g ram ophone is exaggerated to hum an  size next to a

photograph  o f Enrico  C aruso in full operatic  garb. T h e  ad  continues:

You think you can tell the difference betw een hearing  g rand-opera  artists sing and 

hearing  their beautiful voices on the V ictor. B ut can you? A t Rectors, the noted 

Chicago restaurant.... the diners listened with rap t atten tion  and craned  their 

necks to get a glimpse o f the singers. But it was a Victor! In  the ro tunda  o f 

W annam aker’s famous Philadelphia store, the great pipe organ accom panied 

M elba on the V ictor, and  the people rushed from  all directions to see the singer! 

Even in the V ictor laboratory, em ployees often think they are  listening to a 

singer m aking a  record while they really h ear the Victor! W hy not hear the 

V ictor yourself?
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Figure 2. “W hich  Is W hich?” (1904), Archives C enter, N ational M useum  o f  A m erican 
H istory, Sm ithsonian Institution.
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V ictor would continue this challenge th roughou t the next decade. A n ad 

published in 1908, in The Theatre Magazine, for exam ple, uses the exact sam e visual 

imagery as w ith C aruso’s advertisem ent from  four years p rior, b u t w ith soprano Luisa 

Tetrazzini in C aruso ’s place. “W hich is w hich?” the caption  again dem ands. “You 

think you can tell the difference betw een hearing  g rand-opera  artists sing and  hearing  

their beautiful voices on the Victor. But can you?” A list o f  astounding  occurrences
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involving V ictor b ran d  sound reproduction technologies are once m ore inventoried

below, including a  playful deception which allegedly occurred

every day a t the W aldorf-A storia, N ew  York. T h e  g rand -opera  artists sing, 

accom panied by the hotel orchestra.... T h e  diners listen w ith rap t attention, 

cran ing  their necks to get a  glimpse o f  the singer. B ut it is a  Victor!

T hose w ho read  the C aruso ad  from  1904 w ould recognize this as the very th ing which 

had  happened  a t R ec to r’s, in Chicago, four years before.

Figure 3. “W hich  Is W hich?” (1908), Archives C en ter, N ational M useum  o f  A m erican 
H istory, Sm ithsonian Institution.

.......................
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A nother ad , published by V ictor in 1912, presents a different slant on this same

challenge. C iting the death  o f singer Je n n y  L ind as a loss to “m usic” per se, V ictor

presents its b ran d  o f sound reproduction  technology as a  m eans for W estern musical

culture to soften the blow o f such losses, as it were. T he  ad  features a  sketch o fje n n y

Lind singing at the Castle G arden  in 1851. “All th a t rem ains o f je n n y  Lind is her

autograph , h e r picture, and m em ories dear to all w ho ever hea rd  h e r sing,” V ictor

lam ents in the caption  below.

H er greatest charm  —  her w ondrously sweet and  m elodious voice —  is gone 

forever. H ow  different had  she lived in the present day! T h e  Victor would have 

preserved he r beautiful voice to posterity, ju s t as it.... does the o ther great 

singers o f  the  world. You can hear them  to-day on the Victor w henever you like; 

and generation  after generation will keep on hearing  them  though the artists 

them selves will be forever silent. You owe it to yourself to stop in and  hear the 

Victor.

Figure 4. “W h at A  Loss” (1912), Archives C enter, N ational M useum  o f  A m erican 
History, Sm ithsonian Institution.
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In  a 1910 issue o f  Glidden Magazine, V ictor w ould go even fu rther in propagating

this “incom plete” perspective on R ecording Practice, though using a  som ew hat less

confrontational tone. Featu ring  a draw ing o f the entire roster o f  V ic to r’s spokespersons

at the tim e, in full operatic garb  and  presum ably on stage for a curta in  call, V ictor

claims to “ex tend” or prostheticize the 1910 opera  season beyond its yearly coda.

“T he  opera  season closes,” the ad  reads,

b u t the opera  continues on the V ictor. T hough  the opera  season is over, and the 

stars o f  the M etropolitan  and M an h attan  have gone ab road , you can still hear 

them  sing their greatest trium phs on the V ictor. C aruso , D alve, Dalm ores, 

Eam es, P arra , Gadski, G erville-Reache, H om er, Jo u rn e tt, M cC orm ack, M elba, 

Plan^on, Schum am o-H eink, Scotti.... T etrazzin i an d  Z ero la  are am ong the 

w orld’s greatest artists who m ake records exclusively for the V ictor. T hey  not 

only sing solos and  duets for you, bu t such fam ous concerted  num bers as the 

Sextet from  Lucia, the Q uin ten t from  the M eistersinger, the Q u arte t from 

Rigoletto.... H e a r  this beautiful V ictor m usic at the nearest V ictor dealer.

Figure 5. “T h e  O p era  Season Closes....” (1910), Archives C en ter, N ational M useum  of 
A m erican H istory, Sm ithsonian Institution.
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By 1913, V ictor had  adop ted  this new, less confrontational tone as its 

m arketing modus operandi. In  an  issue o f Good Housekeeping Magazine —  The Home Directory, 

for exam ple, published in 1913, a pho tograph  o f Blanche R ing  takes up  the entire right 

side o f an  ad , while the com pany’s w ares figure visually only in conjunction w ith their 

newly developed logo: “little N ipper,” the dog. “Y ou’ll enjoy the song hits w hich this 

fam ous com edienne in troduced to the public —  the big hits w hich no t only b rought her 

rounds o f applause bu t m ade the songs popu lar,” the ad  reads. “N o one has ever sung 

them  —  no one could sing them  —  like B lanche Ring.... ju s t d rop  into any V ictor 

dealer, and he will gladly play these and o ther records m ade by.... V ictor.”

Figure 6. “H ea r Blanche R ing” (1913), Archives C enter, N ational M useum  o f A m erican 
History, Sm ithsonian Institution.
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In  ano ther typical ad  from  this tim e, published in 1914, G erald ine F arra r simply

sits com fortably next to  a  V ictrola, listening to herself as “M m e. Butterfly,” lost in

w hat M arshall M cL uhan  w ould later call “the Narcissus tran ce” o f hum anity

“hypnotized” by its m echanized  “extensions.” “G rea t” singers, even, find the m usical

experience which V ictor affords pleasing (or, at the very least, w orthy  o f attention), the

image implies. In  the caption, V ictor simply asserts, specifically, tha t

you can hear Miss F arra r ju st as she hears herself and  to h ea r her on the 

V ictrola is ju s t the sam e as hearing  her on the operatic  o r concert stage. T h e  

same sweet voice, w ith all the personal charm  and  individuality  o f the artist, as 

clear and beautiful on the V ictrola as in real life. So perfect th a t Miss F arra r 

herself has said: ‘Friends m ay adm ire, critics praise o r condem n, b u t the V ictor 

in its records decides w ith unprejudiced fidelity.’ A ny V icto r dealer in the world 

will gladly play you this charm ing  “M m e. Butterfly.”

Figure 7. “G eraldine F arra r Listening to H erse lf’ (1914), L ibrary  o f  Congress, R ecorded  
Sound Reference C en ter, A m erican W om en R esource G uide.
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In  these and  o ther ads o f this tim e, V ictor ultim ately figured its w ares as 

“extensions” o f  ex tan t m usical culture, as m eans o f conveying ra th e r  th an  enacting, o f 

doing —  and, in doing, o f conserving —  m usical com m unications as done before. 

C onsequently, by 1914, “it was no longer necessary to have any m usical ability 

w hatsoever to recreate the sound o f  m usic,” as Reebee G arofolo notes, a t least not 

according to V ictor (Garofolo 2002, 19). W h at was requ ired  instead o f  musical 

com petence was technological com petence, the ability to w ork a  particu lar kind o f 

com m unications m achine. A nd it was this figuring o f m usical com petence as 

technological com petence, this association o f  consum ing sound reproduction  

technology with “doing” musical com m unications (as done before), w hich was required 

before R ecord ing  Practice could finally begin to thrive. By now , this association 

constitutes an  em pirical fact o f  musical m odernity , a cultural accom m odation  o f sound 

reproduction technology once widely propagated  in support o f  a  certain  corporate 

agenda transformed into an  em pirical condition o f “m usic” —  “lying in the guise o f tru th ” 

becom e the tru th  (Zizek 1994, 8).

SECTION TWO

The “M edia  E cology” P erspective: O ral P rosth e tic  v s . In d u s tr ia l O bject.

Still, no t to be partisan , perhaps I should confess th a t R ecord ing  Practice is 

structured, and  in the very m anner which poststructuralism  seeks directly to “expose” 

as an outm oded analytic “pretense.” T o  clarify this structure , and  its netw orked form , 

I will outline an d  elucidate a  genuinely “m edia ecological” perspective on R ecording

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-67-

Practice. Before doing so, however, I shall first have to review w hat is m ean t by the 

perhaps cryptic sounding title “m edia ecology.”

As an  in terpretive m ode, m edia ecology is relatively new. It is a fifty year old 

p roduct of, am ong  others, H aro ld  Adam s Innis’s, H erb ert M arshall M cL uhan’s and 

Eric H avelock’s w ork on m edia phenom enology at w hat is now  called the T oron to  

School o f C om m unications.19 These writers w ere generally concerned  with how a 

m edium , to borrow  M cL uhan’s term s, “amplifies” and  “am pu ta tes” its users’ 

capacities to perceive. In  o ther words, they w ere concerned  w ith understanding  how 

typographic p rin t, for instance, “amplifies” the eye to the po in t o f ocularcentrism , which 

is an  always happen ing  m arginalization (“am pu ta tion”) o f the voice and  ea r that 

makes o f the w orld  som ething w hich m ust exist as massively reproducible visual code 

to be believed. T h ro u g h  such “sensory privileges,” they ultim ately agreed, m edia 

themselves constitute a prim ary influence over how  a  culture configures itself as a 

corporation o f  Selfs characterized by some shared  com m unicative recourse to an object 

world.

19 Foundational texts of “media ecology,” particularly those associated with its “Toronto 

School” origins, include, in alphabetical order, Eric Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write: 

Reflections on Orality and Literacy from Antiquity to Present. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1988); 

Harold Adams Innis, Empire and Communications. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

1951); Harold Adams Innis, The Bias of Communications, (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1951); Marshall McLuhan, The Mechanical Bride: The Folklore o f Industrial Man. (New 

York: Vanguard, 1951); Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic 

Man. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962); Marshal M cLuhan, Understanding Media: 

The Extensions of Man. (Cambridge: M IT Press, 1964); Marshall M cLuhan, The Medium is the 

Massage: An Inventory of Effects, with Quentin Fiore, Produced by Jerom e Angel. (New York: 

Bantam, 1967) and Marshall McLuhan, War and Peace in the Global Village, with Quenten 

Fiore, Produced by Jerom e Angel. (New York: Bantam, 1968).
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T h o u g h  it is now  chiefly considered the very height o f “technological 

determ inism ,” M arshall M cL uhan’s d ictum  th a t “the m edium  is the m essage” says, 

fundam entally , no th ing  m ore (M cLuhan 1964, 7). It says, th a t is, th a t to com m unicate 

by, again , typographic print, for instance, is to restrict o n e’s discursive agency to that 

inventory  o f  com m unicable term s which typography itself enables —  to creating 

patterns from  the puzzle pieces which typography itself provides to construe meaning(s). 

This is not, as is often claim ed, a truism , so m uch as it is an  acknow ledgm ent o f 

lim itations. M cL uhan  held tha t no t ju s t anything can be com m unicated  by a m edium , 

no r anyw here bu t in its physical presence. C om m unicating  by the m edia is, then, m ost 

fundam entally , constructing and inhabiting particu lar environm ents. M edia Ecology is 

simply the title given to study o f these environm ents.

M oreover, to take the m edium  as “the m essage” is not to  erase people and 

culture from  analysis, though, today, the opposite is m ost often argued  to be the case. 

Every m edium  is literally an “extension” o f  some h um an  ingenuity  a n d /o r  sense 

beyond the body, according to the dictum . T h ro u g h  “extension,” such ingenuity a n d /o r  

sense is shaped into a  technique, o r a regim ented “w ay o f  doing ,” w hich hum ans simply 

lack the physical resources to do exactly the sam e. C onsider, for instance, the sound 

reproduction m edium . A ccording to m edia ecology, this m edium  is literally an extra- 

corporeal “extension” o f  w hat functioning h um an  ears do to “h e a r” sound (specifically, 

convert acoustic energy into m ovem ents o f the scilla hairs) in to  the industrial technique 

o f “transduction ,” which, again, m eans converting one kind o f energy into ano ther kind 

o f energy. As one am ong m any possible “ways o f  doing” transduction , the sound 

reproduction m edium  is objectified by all the w orld’s sound reproduction  technologies. 

T hus, the m edium  is “the message” because the m aterial p roperties o f  sound 

reproduction technology determ ine how people m ay ever take recourse to the sound
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reproduction m edium  in the first instance. T h a t is, the m edium  is “the m essage,” and 

not w hat it is used to say, because the latter is always a  function o f m anufacturing, 

distributing and  having recourse to sound reproduction  technology to begin with.

Indeed , “all m edia are active m etaphors in their powers to translate hum an 

experience into new forms” (M cLuhan 1964, 17; m y emphasis). In  fact, M cLuhan 

understood co m m un ica tions/w  se as a  product o f taking recourse to m edia, which is to 

say, som ething tha t people cooperatively m anufacture by m anipu lating  one or ano ther 

m edium ’s “object form s.” As Friedrich K ittler explains, “m edia are  always already 

ahead o f aesthetics” because “technologically possible m anipulations determ ine.... 

w hat can becom e discourse” (Kittler 1999, 232). From  this perspective, pressing the 

“play” button  on a stereo is the com m unicative act in record  reception , as is 

configuring a  stereo’s balance, pressing the “stop” bu tton  m idw ay through  playback, 

“seeking” from  one track to the next, etcetera. A ny “contents” w hich are thereby m ade 

or heard  are significant, to be sure, bu t only as products o f  operating  sound 

reproduction technology. T o  treat record  “con ten t” as the whole story w ith regards to 

R ecording Practice —  to neglect th a t the m edium  is “the m essage” —  is thus to treat 

the product o f  a process as though it were the process itself.

M edia  Ecology A s D ia lectic: We M ake A s We A re (R e)M ade By M edia .

T he dialectic o f m echanization which M cL uhan constructs is clear. A ccording 

to M cLuhan, we m ake as we are (re)made by m edia. T h en , subsequently  (re)made, we 

“amplify” or “am pu ta te” some newly “am plified” o r “am p u ta ted ” aspect o f ourselves 

still m ore w henever we m ake, or com m unicate using, new  m edia. T h e  process begins 

when hum anity  makes its first m edium , and  term inates w hen hum an ity  finally fails to 

reproduce itself.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-70-

C om m entato rs chiefly overlook or m isunderstand this dialectic. T hey read th a t 

M cL uhan understood  the m edium  as “the m essage,” neglect th a t this was only the 

case for M cL uhan  “in operational and  practical fact,” and  lunge straight for the 

theoretical jugu lar. In  so doing, com m entators alm ost unanim ously  conclude that 

M cL uhan understood  the past, present and future condition o f  hum anity  as always, 

from  the very first, “ technologically determ ined .” Yet, according to M cL uhan, “such a 

condition w ould necessarily be an extension o f  ou r own consciousness as m uch as wheel 

is an extension o f  feet in ro ta tion ,” which is to say, m edia and  cu lture exist in a relation 

o f mutual determ ination  in M cL uhan’s account (M cLuhan 1967, 26).

Nonetheless, M cL uhan ’s dialectic o f  m echanization m ight be rearticulated  to 

suit the present theoretical sensibility o f N orth  A m erican h u m an  studies, such that 

those o f its features w hich distinguish it from  w hat is now  m ost often called 

“technological determ inism ” becom e readily apparen t.20 First, according to M cL uhan, 

each m edium  should be understood to construe a m aterial epistem ology by way o f the 

sensory privileges it construes. T h a t is, each m edium  should be understood  to m ake

2(1 For further discussion of the presently contentious position of “technological 

determinism,” as an analytic bias, in commentary of specifically W estern culture, see, for 

example, Merrit Roe Smith, “Technological Determinism in American Culture,” Does 

Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism, eds. M errit Roe Smith and 

Leo Marx. (Cambridge: M IT  Press, 1994), pp. 1-36; Robert L. Heilbroner, “Technological 

Determinism Revisited,” Does Technology Drive History? The Dilemma o f Technological Determinism, 

eds. Merrit Roe Smith and Leo Marx. (Cambridge: M IT Press, 1994), pp. 79-100; Richard 

W. Bulliet, “Determinism and Pre-Industrial Technology,” Does Technology Drive History? The 

Dilemma of Technological Determinism, eds. Merrit Roe Smith and Leo Marx. (Cambridge: M IT  

Press, 1994), pp. 201-216; Leo Marx, “The Idea o f ‘Technology’ and Postmodern 

Pessimism,” Does Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism, eds. Merrit 

Roe Smith and Leo Marx. (Cambridge: M IT Press, 1994), pp. 237-258.
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both  “ a physical env ironm ent and  a w ay o f perceiving tha t env ironm en t” (Thom pson 

2003, 1). In  so doing, each m edium  evokes in its users a w ay o f perceiving a “w orld” 

which is o f  its own m aking and, thus, which offers to its users only a lim ited set o f 

possibilities for taking recourse to and  shaping tha t “w orld .”

U ltim ately, according to M cL uhan, m edia m ake “w orlds” th a t exist only in the 

m aterial presence of, and  only by exploiting, a particu lar variety o f  technology. M edia 

thus em erge as the historically situated products o f w hat they concom itantly  produce, 

nam ely, hum an  ingenuity  and  sense skewed towards one m an n er o f  constructing, 

considering, inhabiting  and  having recourse to a scare-quoted “w orld” which is only 

com prehensible by th a t m edium , at the expense o f  any o ther possibilities. W hat results 

is a determ ination  o f  technology ju st as it is a  product o f  h um an  uses for technology, 

which is to say, dialectic.

The N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord in g  Practice.

M edia do n o t simply determ ine how people com m unicate, however. T hey  also 

determ ine w hat people can say and receive in so doing. As noted, hum anity  simply 

lacks the physical resources to transduce how R ecord ing  P ractice requires. T hus, 

m aking and  hearing  m usic recordings is always doing som eth ing  th a t the “naked” or 

untechnologized voice and  ear cannot. As transduction “am plifies” the technologized 

voice and ear, and  as it “am putates” the untechnologized voice an d  ear, those who 

make and hear m usic recordings find certain  o f their com m unicative agencies 

“am putated” alongside. W h at’s cutoff from  them  is the capacity  to render their 

untransduced m usical com m unications socially useful, a t least in relation to R ecording 

Practice. T h e ir com m unicative agency is fundam entally  struc tu red  by the sound
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reproduction  m edium , especially in opposition to those “contents” w hich are impossible 

to e n /d e c o d e  by transduction such as, m ost obviously, “sound p roduction .”

As such, m aking and  hearing  m usic recordings is structured  by  w hat sound 

reproduction  technology is capable o f  (namely, transducing) and  w hat it is capable o f 

perceiving (nam ely, d a ta  configured somehow). T o  transduce a sculpture o f acoustic 

energy in to  a  sculpture o f  ano ther kind o f energy —  to convert sound into, say, 

m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital code —  and , in so doing, to make a 

music recording, one m ust use a  transducer(s) which converts acoustic energy into 

m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy. Conversely, anyone who hears 

such a record ing  m ust use a transducer w hich is capable o f converting sculptures o f 

m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic or digital energy in to  sculptures o f  acoustic 

energy. Indeed , from  the perspective o f  m edia ecology, R ecord ing  Practice is 

transducing, ju s t as it is a m anner o f  considering transduction  m usically useful —  no 

m ore, no less.

As one am ong  m any  possible “ways o f  doing” transduction , R ecord ing  Practice 

is predicated  in its entirety  upon production and  reception o f  prototypes. T h a t is, 

R ecording Practice simply cannot furnish a 1:1 relation betw een “sender(s)” and

“receiver(s).” R ather, a 1:1” relation m ust obtain , where:

(i) 1 is a  particu lar configuration o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic or 
digital d a ta  (i.e., a prototype); and

(ii) \ n is a  m ultiple instance o f 1, w hich is characterized  by a potential for never 
being heard  (i.e., actualized /transduced  as the sonic phenom enon  it represents).
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I have schem atized this relation in the figure below  such th a t the prototype, O or 1, 

form s the core o f a  “sm all-world” netw ork w hich m aintains a 1: \ n relation w ith as

m any m ultiple instances {\n, o r in the figure below) as the pro to type is exploited to 

m anufacture.

Figure 8. D iagram m atic  rendering o f the ontic  relation betw een prototype and  m ultiple 
instance in R ecord ing  Practice.
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Accordingly, each record reception m ust actualize a \ (n)n'.\n{;.\) relation

between:

(i) a  prototype (i.e., (:1));

(ii) the m ultiple instance o f  a  prototype which record  receivers exploit to 

undertake record  reception (in this case, 1”(:1)); and

(iii) the sonic phenom enon  as w hich the m ultiple instance is transduced during  
and  by any particu lar record reception, which record  receivers shape by using 
particu lar sound reproduction  technologies configured to transduce som ehow

(i.e., \(n)n: \n{:\)).

I have added  this relation to the “sm all-world” netw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice below, 

representing each particular record  reception by the symbol T h a t m ore than  one o f 

these symbols appears connected to each  m ultiple instance acknowledges tha t every 

record reception m ay potentially sound different (i.e., the bass m ay be “boosted” or 

“cut,” the song m ay be “stopped” m idw ay through, etc.), even as it m aintains the 

exact same recursive relation to the exact sam e prototype in operational and  practical 

fact. T h a t this symbol does not appear in relation to every m ultiple instance 

acknowledges tha t a  m usic recording m ight never be transduced.
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Figure 9. D iagram m atic  rendering  o f the ontic relation betw een record  reception, 
m ultiple instance and  prototype in R ecord ing  Practice.

I should also add th a t so-called “copy cu lture” does n o t in any  m anner alter the 

recursive relation o f m ultiple instance to prototype w hich defines record  reception. 

Exploiting so-called “b lank” storage m edia —  i.e., “b lank” audio  cassettes, C D R s and  

“ripping” software, e tcetera  —  record receivers copy sculptures o f  m echanical, 

electrom agnetic o r digital code which are identical to the pro to types th a t record 

innovators m ust m ake for there ever to be musical exploitation o f  “b lank” storage 

m edia, even if  a certain  am oun t o f so-called “sound fidelity” is lost in the process.

In short, record  reception by “blank” storage m ed ia  nevertheless constitutes a

1 fwjn. i «(. i ) re ia tion from  record  reception to prototype, as does any record  reception. 

Thus, in the d iagram  below, the symbol ® ,  which represents a  m ultiple instance o f  a
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m ultiple instance o f  a  prototype “copied” onto some “b lank” storage m edium , is added 

to certain  branches o f  the “sm all-world” netw ork to visually represen t the processual 

sameness o f record  receptions which occur through (i) m ultiple instances o f a prototype 

and  (ii) m ultiple instances o f m ultiple instances o f  a prototype (i.e., through “copies” o f 

com m ercially d istribu ted  music recordings).

Figure 10. D iagram m atic  rendering  o f  the ontic relation betw een prototype and 
m ultiple instance in R ecording Practice, w here there  are  bo th  m ultiple instances m ade 
directly from  the prototype and m ultiple instances m ade from  m ultiple instances.
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C learly, then , m edia ecology construes a m usic record ing  w hich contrasts 

sharply w ith the oral prosthetic th a t the “incom plete” and  poststructural perspectives 

on R ecord ing  Practice construe. A ccording to m edia ecology, m aking and  hearing 

music recordings is properly  “ecological” because it can only be done by m eans o f  a 

kind o f  transducer (i.e., sound reproduction  technology) and , as such, only in the 

physical presence o f such transducers. T h e  so-called “env ironm en t” o f  R ecording 

Practice thus obtains only w herever and , crucially, whenever sound reproduction 

technology, including m usic recordings, is given some m usical use. M usic recordings 

collaterally em erges as inherently  silent da ta  storehouses w hich record  innovators 

configure to represent sound awaiting a future transduction , and  w hich, given such a 

transduction, produce the com m unications environm ent o f  R ecord ing  Practice. 

How ever, m usic recordings and stereo systems only enable this environm ent. N othing 

guarantees th a t the d a ta  which a music recording stores will sound, because nothing 

guarantees th a t the music recording which stores it will be transduced.

SECTION THREE

P receden ts o f  the N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord in g  P ractice: “T echnical Linkage. ”

Som ething m ust w ork to ensure tha t the env ironm en t o f R ecord ing  Practice 

rem ains at all tim es musical. T h a t is, there m ust be the very kind o f  “paradoxical 

origin” w ithin the netw ork o f R ecording Practice w hich, as I no ted  in Section 1, 

poststructuralism  seeks directly to “expose” as an analytic “pretense” endem ic to 

structuralism , and  which ensures that the m aterial p resence o f sound reproduction
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technology always a t least potentializes some kind o f  musical experience. This 

“paradoxical orig in” is “technical linkage,” or, the m anufacture  o f distinct, fragm ented 

generations o f technology which only do w hat they are supposed to w hen com bined 

with o ther “technically linked” technologies. C onsider, for exam ple, a  N intendo 

gam ing console. T h e  console simply does no t w ork as a console unless N intendo brand  

video gam e cartridges are em bedded within it. T hus, console and  cartridges are 

“technically linked,” and playing video games by N in tendo  b ran d  technologies only 

proceeds by —  in fact, enacts —  technical linkage. Also, for exam ple, cam eras, cinem a 

projectors, cable televisions, radios, com puters and  autom obiles, each depend upon 

users em bedding  certain  “technically linked” particles to operate  (i.e., film, celluloid 

m ovie reels, digital code and cable wires, electrom agnetic waves and  broadcast 

transm itters and  receivers, software and cables for in ternet access, car keys, gas, etc.).

O n  the broadest level, technical linkage constitutes a certain  relation betw een 

objects, ju st as it is a m eans o f m anufacturing  th a t relation (i.e., a  kind o f 

transform ation). A n argum ent could be m ade, o f  course, th a t technical linkage is 

equally endem ic to, say, feudal o r artisanal production  as it is to industrial production.

A  handm ade lute, for instance, depends upon (perhaps handm ade) strings, which is to 

say, on some level, th a t lute and strings are “technically linked.” Likewise, clay tablets 

depend upon scribes to impress cuneiform  into them  and, as such, clay tablets, scribes 

and cuneiform  are “technically linked”; fountain  pens are “technically linked” with ink 

and  parchm ent to enable writing; oration is “ technically linked” w ith language and 

audience; G ideon Bibles are “technically linked” w ith ink, pulp and  the prin ting press; 

and  so on. H ow ever, this neglects the transform ational aspect o f  technical linkage, and  

its specificity as a shaping practice under conditions o f specifically industrial capitalism . 

T o  understand  these two aspects o f  technical linkage, the b ro ad er relation betw een, for
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m y purposes, artisanal and  industrial p roduction m ust first be considered. As K arl 

M arx  notes,

like every o ther increase in the productiveness o f  labour, m achinery is in tended 

to cheapen  com m odities and , by shortening th a t portion  o f the w orking-day in 

which the labourer works for himself, to lengthen the o th er portion tha t he gives, 

w ithout an equivalent, to the capitalist. In  short, it is a  m eans for producing 

surplus-value.... O u r  first inquiry, then, is how the instrum ents o f labour are 

converted from  tools into m achines, o r w hat is the difference betw een a m achine 

and  the im plem ents o f handicraft? (M arx 1978, 403).

Helpfully, a t least in relation to the question M arx  poses above, U rsula M. 

Franklin identifies two distinct kinds o f  technology. T he  first, w hich Franklin term s 

“holistic technology,” corresponds w ith M arx ’s “im plem ents o f  hand icraft” (Franklin 

1999, 10). T hey  are, in short, technologies which require the in p u t o f  their users to 

shape and build any artifacts as are m ade by them  (i.e., horseshoes, vases, etc.). T h e  

second kind, w hich Franklin term s “prescriptive technology,” corresponds with M arx ’s 

notion o f “m achines.” “M achines,” o r “prescriptive technologies,” m andate , in 

Franklin’s words, “specialization by process,” being agencies o f specifically industrial 

m ass-production w hich do not require hum an  input except for their invention, 

m aintenance and  operation  (Franklin 1999, 10). W hich is simply to say th a t “tools” 

and “m achines” are, themselves, social relations, o r “com binations o f  labour,” already  

before anybody takes recourse to them ; tha t the difference betw een a  “tool” and  a 

“m achine” is the sam e difference betw een, respectively, artisanal an d  industrial 

production as social totalities.

Indeed, “m achines” are no t simply m echanized  “tools” bu t, ra ther, specifically 

industrial-capitalist relations o f production  and  consum ption given industrial 

em bodim ent as “m achines.” T here  m ust be, then , industrial p roduction  before there
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can be technical linkage, even while it is only through technical linkage tha t this 

transform ation transpires. Considered in these term s, R ecord ing  Practice emerges as a 

specifically industrial-capitalist m ode o f m usical com m unication w hich is predicated in 

its entirety  upon  technical linkage. T h a t is, R ecording Practice em erges as being, as 

opposed to as only hewing been, “technically linked.” T hough  this m ay  seem like 

(optimistically) “clever” w ordplay, the difference betw een technical linkage as a verb 

(i.e., as a  process o f industrialization) and  as a noun  (i.e., as industrial-capitalist 

production per se) is an  im portan t distinction to make. O nly  in grasping R ecording 

Practice in term s o f the latter does it becom e fully ap p aren t th a t this m ode o f musical 

com m unication is no t only “involved in ” but, in fact, is industrial-capitalist production 

per se.

As industrial-capitalist production, technical linkage exerts an  enorm ous

influence over how  m usical com m unications transpires and , thus, over w hat musical

“contents” participants m ay ever endeavor to com m unicate. In  H en ry

K lum penhouw er’s words,

the m ost com m on m odes o f fragm entation u nder capitalism  involve taking 

activities and  relationships previously integrated, fragm enting  them , and 

plundering their fractions for com m odifiable elem ents. In  this sense, various 

reform s o f  concert-hall practice in the m id-n ineteenth  cen tu ry  do not simply 

represent a  shift in aesthetic attitude tha t reflected an  increasingly serious 

disposition tow ard  a rt am ong rom antic critics and  writers. T h ey  also go a long 

way tow ard “desocializing” the experience o f listening to music: alm ost all the 

changes b rough t abou t in the concert-hall —  low ered house lights, the injunction 

to listen seriously, w hich is to say, quietly and  attentively —  serve to fragm ent 

the audience into isolated individuals and to create the im pression o f  a purely 

“m usical” experience as opposed to a social one (K lum penhouw er 1998, 295- 

296).
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W ith R ecord ing  Practice, this already fragm ented and  “desocialized” musical 

intercourse is even m ore intensely fragm ented and  “p lundered” for its com m odifiable 

constituents. Everything in R ecord ing  Practice is “technically linked,” from  the sonic 

phenom ena w hich the m akers o f music recordings create to  the act o f  hearing  those 

phenom ena, w hich only occurs th rough p roper consum ption o f  m usic recordings and 

stereo systems in com bination. Finally, then, technical linkage ensures th a t those 

operations o f  sound reproduction  technology w hich occur as p a rt o f record innovation 

cannot becom e properly  “m usical” w ithout those operations o f  sound reproduction 

technology w hich occur as part o f  record reception, and  vice versa, which is to say, that 

“m usic” m ay never take place bu t w ithin the confines o f  industrial-capitalism .

U ltim ately, then , from  the perspective o f  “m edia ecology” at least, R ecording 

Practice elevates a  particu lar m anner o f m anufacturing  a certa in  com m odity relation 

(i.e., technical linkage) to the status o f a creative, properly “m usical” activity. As 

noted, this simply canno t be done w ithout transducers, and  transducers m ade for 

purposes o f  record  reception are m anufactured to lack m usic recordings such th a t they 

rem ain inoperative b u t for their insertion. In which case, record  innovation is, m ost 

fundam entally, m anufacture o f missing com ponents o f stereo systems, while record 

reception is, m ost fundam entally , consum ption o f m usical com m unications as missing 

com ponents o f  stereo systems. In the final analysis, those w ho  m ake and hear music 

recordings have no choice but to do this —  that is, they have no  choice but to enact 

technical linkage —  before and  while their m usical com m unications finally reach 

fruition as sound.
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Figure 11. T h e  m anufactured  “lack” in com pact disc (digital) generations o f sound 
reproduction  technology, from  w w w .ren tacen ter.com / C ategory /stereos.jpg  (last 
accessed 1 6 /4 /2 0 0 5 ).

A m b ien t A lienation : H earing Technical L inkage, H earin g  In teritrr Design.

T o m y m ind, this is clearest in the genre o f  am bien t music. M eant to be, in 

Brian E no ’s words, “as interesting as it is ignorable,” am bien t m usical practice 

advertises itself to potential listeners as a music genre w hich is ideally suited to the 

environm ent o f R ecord ing  Practice tha t transduction m akes (Eno 1978, 1). 

M anufactured specifically for purposes o f  record  reception , properly  am bient music 

recordings posit no m ore “authentic” a  spatial deploym ent th an  w hichever site o f 

record reception they happen  to be transduced  to instan tia te  and , a t the same tim e, to 

decorate w ith transduced  sound. As Eno explains, “the  goal o f  all am bient recordings is
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to instantiate  space” (Eno 1978, 1). W hat Eno fails to m ention  is th a t this m ay only 

occur if  sound reproduction  technology is present, a m usic record ing  is em bedded within 

it, and  bo th  technologies are then  operated  in com bination  for purposes o f record 

reception. A fter all, were Eno to concede this, he w ould also have to concede tha t every 

music record ing  is, m ost fundam entally, am bient.

W h at E no leaves unsaid, then, is th a t every m usic record ing  openly depends 

upon “ technical linkage” to exist as sound, th a t R ecord ing  Practice concretizes this 

specifically industrial procedure for m anufacturing  a particu lar kind o f  com m odity 

relation betw een objects as, in the first instance, the only technique available for 

“doing” m usical com m unications. As such, am bien t m usical practice openly assumes 

the existence o f  “m edia ecology” w ith regards to  R ecord ing  Practice and , in so doing, 

interpolates certain  o f the strictures it levels upon  m usical com m unications as the basis 

for a particu lar kind o f creativity. T o  be clear, though, every m usic recording m ust do 

this. W ithin  the am bient genre, this assum ption —  i.e., that, as A dam  K rim s notes, 

music recordings can be m ade and used “for in terior design” o f  any particu lar 

environm ent which houses sound reproduction  technology —  is valorized as an explicit 

goal o f  m usical com m unications (Krims 2001, 211).

C onsequences o f  the N etw ork: F u n dam en ta l C o m p lic itie s .

W ithout acknowledging the “ecology” o f  R ecord ing  Practice, a  fundam ental 

complicity eludes com m ent. This complicity finds m aterial expression in R ecording 

Practice through its elevation o f  technical linkage to the only technique available for 

“doing” musical com m unications. Indeed, if  every record  innovation  is, m ost 

fundam entally, m anufacture o f missing com ponents for stereo systems, or m anufacture 

o f missing softwares (i.e., M P3s, .wav files, etc.) for com puterized  sound reproduction
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technologies (i.e., R io M P3 players, iTunes and  iPods, etc.), R ecord ing  Practice m ust be 

relations o f production  and  consum ption o f sound reproduction  technology only skewed 

tow ards m usical purposes. R ecord ing  Practice can always be done w ith the volum e off 

and w ith speakers disconnected o r broken, after all, which is to say, R ecording Practice 

can always be carried  ou t in the absence o f sound let alone “m usic.” M usic recordings 

thus em erge as “ways o f  doing” specifically m usical com m unications such th a t sound 

itself becom es a  p roduct and  locus o f —  and, yet, som ething entirely  aside from  —  the 

com m odity relation w hich R ecord ing  Practice finally configures.

Beyond this, a  second layer o f  com plicity emerges. G iven its dependence upon 

technical linkage, record  reception can only be done w here one enjoys enough ow nership 

over a particular physical location th a t they m ay alter its in terio r design, such that 

certain  transduced sounds m ay be instantiated therein w ithout reprisal. Because it is 

only in the space o f  record  reception tha t d a ta  transduces as sound, because it is only 

there that those m usical com m unications which R ecord ing  Practice nam es are 

“technically linked” to reach fruition, all com m unications as are  its purview  m ust 

com ply with the dynam ic o f private property  lest they be charged  w ith some kind o f 

sonic trespassing. (Even w hen record  reception is undertaken  alone via headphones, the 

dynam ic o f private property  nonetheless figures. Use o f headphones for purposes o f 

record reception m ay allow a  person to bypass any restrictions upon  using sound 

reproduction technology for musical purposes which prevail in any given property , to be 

sure, bu t the dynam ic is only thereby  eluded, no t negated.) A ppropria te  record  

reception, then, m ust always be com plicitous with the social dynam ic o f private 

property on pain  o f  punishm ent, which limits w here one m ay com m unicate  by sound 

reproduction technology —  w hich, from  a m edia ecological perspective, is how one m ay 

thereby com m unicate —  in the first instance.
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S u m m a ry  a n d  R eco m m en d a tio n s.

It is the control and  lim itation th a t I outline in this ch ap te r w hich I find m ost 

notably missing from  cu rren t com m entary  on R ecord ing  Practice. T o  m y m ind, it is 

missing because poststructural inquiry (and o ther variants o f the “ incom plete” o r “Flat 

E arth” perspective on m edia) dom inates present study o f R ecord ing  Practice. This 

interpretive m ode’s foundational propositions conspire to render any properly  structural 

restraint(s) upon  m usical com m unications invisible, if  n o t inconceivable, w hich clearly 

hinges on a certain  m ystification o f present circum stance. Perhaps the “paucity” which 

Theberge identifies constitutes a kind o f apology for such lim itation, then  —  assurance 

that, despite capital’s best efforts, hum anity  m ay still exist voluntaristically 

independent o f  the stricture the form er m ust routinely apply to secure its continuing 

authority (even if  people m ust nonetheless participate in such stricture to do so). 

W hether o r no t this is the case deserves serious consideration, w hich I d o n ’t think 

poststructuralism  enables. In  fact, I would argue tha t it im m ediately  assum es the 

question is flawed, and  critics thereby assume the sam e by insisting upon  the em pirical 

correctness o f a  m ode o f  knowledge production  which very often refuses even ju st to 

acknowledge itself as such.

T o  rectify this “paucity” o r “scarcity” —  to achieve som e kind o f  critical 

understanding o f R ecord ing  Practice —  analysts m ight finally heed , ra th e r than  

summarily dismiss, M arshall M cL uhan’s call to study the m edium  as “ the m essage,” 

and shift their foci from  “the w hat” to “the how ” o f com m unications, th a t is, from  the 

sound o f  music recordings to the regim ented uses for sound rep roduction  technology 

which R ecording Practice requires. It is only through “the how ” th a t “ the w hat” com es
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to be, in fact. Indeed , even if, as Susan M cC lary (2000, 65) contends, tonality 

“constructed  m usical analogs to such em ergent ideals as rationality , individualism, 

progress and  cen tered  subjectivity” and, in so doing, “participa ted  actively in shaping 

habits o f  thought on w hich the m odern  era  depended”; even if, as Susan Fast (2001,

106) claims, “difference sits on the periphery, w aiting to act, to be called on, to 

‘envelop,’ to be redefined and  absorbed into the culture o f rock m usic, always on the 

borderline, always in a  kind o f identity crisis” ; even if, in Law rence K ram er’s (2001, 8) 

words, “m usical m ean ing  consists o f a specific, m utual in terp lay  betw een musical 

experience and  its contexts” —  this can only be the case because those w ho are 

em pow ered to m ake “m usic” take recourse to certain  object-form s o f  a  certain m edium  

which enables them  to produce, organize and  represent sculptures o f  a  certain  matter 

which gives w orldly expression to such m eta-significations as M cC lary , Fast, K ram er 

and  a  whole host o f o ther musicologists lately elucidate.

Put simply, “m usic,” let alone its capacity for semiosis, only exists because 

people take recourse to certain  object-form s o f  a  m edium  to sculpt a  certain  kind o f 

m atter into w hatever it is tha t they think constitutes, or, perhaps, should constitute, 

“m usic.” T o  grasp this, musicologists m ust begin to th ink about, an d  in terpret, “the 

how ” o f music. T hough  I am  very m uch aw are o f  its cu rren t d isrepute, m edia ecology 

nonetheless strikes m e as the best way for musicologists to begin to com e to term s with 

this “how ,” w hich is to  say, sound reproduction technology in its m aterial, historical 

specificity. Indeed , it is ultim ately sound reproduction  technology which seems to 

continually elude m usicology’s analytic grasp —  w hich seems capable  o f m aterializing 

in current com m entary  on R ecording Practice as only a  conspicuous absence, a  lack or 

a certain conventional(ized) “paucity .”
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What Is Sound Reproduction Technology?
M cLuhan, D e term in ism , T ransduction  & R ecord in g  Practice

“S iv in g erism s. ”

H erb e rt M arshall M cL uhan  raised m any w orthw hile questions about the m edia. 

How ever, his nam e is now  chiefly associated with tha t 1960s b ran d  o f  naive 

“swingerisms” w hich M ichael M yers recently caricatu red  as the parod ic  Austin Powers. 

Besides a few notable exceptions, w hen com m entators acknow ledge M cL uhan they 

mostly trea t his theorizations as ju s t ano ther long-since discarded fashion from  that 

silly Age o f A quarius —  ...love beads, LSD, Bagism, the Beatles, Beatle boots and Marshall 

McLuhan... —  still relevant, bu t only to the sam e degree as the bad  acid which W avy 

G ravy w arned  the W oodstock nation  abou t.21 As M ichael Bliss so flippantly puts it, 

under the heading “False P rophet” in the M ay 1998 issue o f Saturday Mght Magazine:

21 For some of these “notable exceptions,” see, for instance, Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves 

To Death: Public Discourse In The Age of Showbusiness. (New York: Penguin, 1985); Neil Postman, 

Technopoly: the Surrender of Culture to Technology. (New York: Vintage Books Inc., 1993); Neil 

Postman, Building A Bridge to the 18th Century: How the Past Can Improve the Future. (New York: 

Vintage Books Inc., 1999); Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (Writing Science). 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); Steven Shaviro, Connected, or What It Means to Live 

in the Network Society. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004); Arthur Kroker, 

Technology and the Canadian Mind: Innis/McLuhan/Grant. (Montreal: New W orld Perspectives, 

1984); James W. Carey, “Harold Adam Innis and Marshall M cLuhan,” McLuhan Pro and 

Con, ed. Raymond Rosenthal. (Baltimore: Penguin, 1968): 270-308; Paul Grosswiler, “The 

Dialectical Methods of Marshall McLuhan, Marxism, and Critical Theory,” Canadian Journal 

of Communication 21/(1996): 95-124; Paul Grosswiler, Method Is the Message: McLuhan and 

Marx (Montreal: Black Rose, 1990); Richard Cavell, McLuhan In Space: A Cultural Geography. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002); Richard Coyne, Technoromanticism.

(Cambridge: M IT University Press, 1999); R. Wasson, “Marshall M cLuhan and the Politics 

of Modernism,” Massachusetts Review 13/4: 567-580.
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T h e  young w onder w ho M arshall M cL uhan was. M aybe some kind o f T V  

com m enta to r in the sixties? T he  rest o f us rem em ber ‘the m edium  is the 

m essage’ an d  ‘a  global village,’ and  th a t M cL uhan was otherw ise unintelligible. 

H e was fam ous for a while, and then  sort o f disappeared. Y ou m ay have read 

the obituaries in 1980. Does anyone take seriously this C anad ian  academ ic 

who was once billed as ‘the m ost im portan t thinker since N ew ton, D arw in, 

Freud, Einstein and  Pavlov’? (Bliss 1998, 59-60).

T hough  clearly an heartless retrospective, Bliss’s unam biguous savaging o f 

M cL uhan’s academ ic legacy is, a t least, on one level correct. Indeed , it does seem that 

1969 becam e 1970 and , ju s t like that, “M cL uhan ’s nam e and  repu ta tion  were sent to 

the attic with the rest o f  the sensibility (go-go boots, Sgt. Pepper, W oodstock, the 

V ietnam  W ar) th a t em bodied the failed hopes o f  a discredited decade ,” as Lewis H. 

L apham  explains (Lapham  2001, xv). Yet, to nam e only a  few o f  M cL u h an ’s m ore 

notable contem poraries, Jacques D errida (i.e., 1967), Jacq u es Ellul (i.e., 1964), G uy 

D ebord (i.e., 1967) and  R o land  Barthes (i.e., 1966, 1967) d id n ’t suffer disgrace along 

with the 1960s. T h e ir  theorizations o f various m edia published then  d o n ’t clutter 

L apham ’s m etaphoric  attic o f  academ e —  not je t ,  at least. So w hy should M cL uhan’s?

Perhaps, as C hristopher H orrocks com plains, the p rob lem  is th a t “M cLuhan 

had  no theory to analyze o r in terp re t the relationship betw een econom y and  technology, 

or between corpora te  pow er and  inform ation, and  substituted for political consciousness 

a contem plative stance o f apolitical objectivity” (Horrocks 2003, 189). O r, pu t 

alternatively by G uy  D ebord , perhaps it’s tha t M cL uhan, “the spectacle’s first 

apologist, seem ed to be the m ost convinced imbecile o f  the cen tury  [until he] changed 

his m ind w hen he finally discovered in 1976 th a t the pressure o f  m ass m edia leads to 

irrationality, and  th a t it was becom ing urgent to m odify their usage” (D ebord 1990,

33). But six years prior to the sea change from  idiotic conviction to  u rgent
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consternation  w hich  D ebord  so abusively notes, M cL uhan was already  w orking to 

uncover the various “invisible environm ents” w hich m edia construe, how people 

becom e tangled w ith in  them  and  the corporate interests upon  whose beha lf such 

“invisible nets” are  inevitably strung .22

In  fact, M cL uhan  was never an  apologist for the so-called “spectacle.” N or was 

he nearly  as apolitical as he is now so often construed. In  the in troduction  to his very 

first book, The Mechanical Bride (1951), M cL uhan w arns tha t “ to keep everybody in the 

helpless state engendered  by prolonged m ental ru tting  is the effect o f  m any ads and 

m uch en te rta inm en t” (M cLuhan 1951, xv). F our years later, M cL uhan  would 

in terrogate m ed ia  specifically as “political form s” (i.e., M cL uhan  1952, 1955). Later, 

he advised his readers tha t “sublim inal and  docile acceptance o f  m edia im pact has 

m ade.... prisons w ithout walls for their hum an  users” (M cLuhan 1964, 20). Eventually, 

M cLuhan w ould claim  these intangible prisons as the handiw ork  o f  a  hapless “business 

w orld” which h ad  bungled about th roughout at least the capitalist segm ent o f hum an 

history under the delusion that “it can introduce innovations w ithout any ensuing 

consequences” (M cL uhan 1967, 81).

W hile academ ics across the hum anities rem ain , for the m ost part, publicly 

skeptical o f M cL u h an ’s work, musicologists w ho are  actually concerned  enough with 

culture to care w hat M cL uhan has to say abou t it seem to have in terpellated  the 

“swingerisms” read ing  o f  his w ork w ithout exception. T o  nam e only the m ost recent 

exam ple, Paul T heberge  ra ther curtly dismisses M cL uhan  in a  survey he offers o f  theory 

o f music technology in the widely used Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture (2001). T he

22 McLuhan most forcefully, though also most cryptically, argues this in Marshall McLuhan, 

Culture Is Our Business. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1970).
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sum o f  T h eb e rg e ’s trea tm en t o f M cL uhan am ounts only to a concession th a t “the 

im pact o f  the ideas o f  M arshall M cL uhan on popular discourses abou t technology is 

still quite prevalent, despite the fact tha t his theories have been  relentlessly criticized in 

academ e (and in m any  public forum s as well), his logic and  his particu lar b rand  o f 

technological determ inism  denounced” (Theberge 2001, 212). Tellingly, T heberge offers 

no evidence to support his claim  th a t M cL uhan ’s theorizations constitute so-called 

“technological determ inism s,” let alone a particu lar “b ran d .” N o r does he explain 

w hat constitutes, n o r w hat’s the m atte r with, a “technological determ in ism ” to begin 

with (though, presum ably, it is problem atic because it is no t a  “cu ltu ral determ inism ”). 

N or does T heberge  consider tha t the staying pow er o f M cL u h an ’s writings, especially in 

the face o f  supposedly “relentless” criticism, m ight have to do w ith som ething o f lasting 

value in them  regardless o f  their cu rren t disrepute. W h at is so telling is that no such 

explanation seems to be required: everyone ju s t knows M cL uhan  was w rong by now, 

don ’t they?

I do not m ean  to be flippant in posing this question. It seems to me that 

everyone does know M cL uhan  was w rong by now, in m usicology and  o ther hum an  

studies. H ow ever, even after years spent exam ining the literature on M cL uhan’s work,

I am  still no closer to any explanation as to w hy this is the case except to say tha t 

M cL uhan’s theorizations are now closely associated w ith “technological determ inism ” 

per se, and anything which can be identified as “technologically determ ined” is generally 

agreed to beprimafacie false. As noted, seldom  is any explanation  offered as to why 

“technological determ inism ” is flawed as an  in terpretive m ode, no r, even, w hat 

specifically constitutes a  “technological determ inism .” As Jam es C arey  notes, the vast 

m ajority o f  theorists o f com m unications now simply assume th a t M cL uhan  was a 

“technological determ inist” and, as such, proceed “despite M cL uhan” (Carey 1992,
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136). In  w hich case, the present injunction against M arshall M cL uhan  in 

(predom inantly) cultural studies o f technology m ight best be  view ed as an injunction 

against “technological determ inism ” in general, ra ther th an  as a  consensual rejection o f 

any o f M cL uhan ’s claims in particular.

In  fact, to m y m ind, this “in junction” constitutes an  im pedim ent to research.

As one negates even ju st the possibility tha t M cL uhan ’s theorizations m ight continue 

to bear substantive insight into the cu rren t situation o f capitalist m odernity  because 

they g ran t efficacy to technology, any com prehensive understand ing  o f  w hat, 

specifically, is a t stake w henever people m ake and  use, o r cease to m ake and  use, 

certain  technologies is rendered  null and  void in the process. Y et M cL uhan ’s prim ary 

thesis about the m edia was not th a t we becom e w hat technology, in the first instance, 

determines us to be. R ather, it was th a t “we becom e w hat we behold; we m ake our tools 

and thereafter ou r tools m ake us” (M cLuhan 1964, 12; m y emphasis). T o  dismiss 

M cL uhan’s claims on grounds o f “technological determ inism ,” then , is abou t as 

insightful as dismissing Sigm eund F reud’s w ork on parapraxes on grounds tha t he does 

no t grant speakers total agency over the m edium  o f language, which is to say, it misses 

the point entirely.

R o a d  M ap To C hapter Two.

To dem onstrate tha t R ecord ing  Practice is, indeed, technologically determ ined, 

and  tha t the cu rren t com plaint against technological determ inism  m isunderstands w hat 

constitutes a determ ination in the first instance, I have divided this chap ter into three 

sections. In Section 1, I situate M arshall M cL uhan ’s w ork w ithin the discourse o f 

hum an  studies a t large, as it currently  exists. In  the process, I note “the anxiety o f
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influence” with w hich each  o f  M cL uhan ’s present adherents m ust contend, and  argue 

tha t this anxiety has encouraged  m any  com m entators to neglect the charge o f 

“technological determ inism ” w ith regards to M cL uhan ’s theorizations altogether.

N oting M cL uhan ’s close identification with a ra ther reductive notion  o f w hat 

constitutes technological determ inism , I then  review theoretical argum ents m ade both 

for and  against technological determ inism  as an  in terpretive m ode, identifying the latter 

as prima facie instances o f  instrum ental reason. W ith  the com plain t against 

technological determ inism  clarified, I then  argue tha t M cL u h an ’s theorizations do not 

actually qualify as such. In  tu rn , I consider the possibility th a t it is M cL uhan ’s 

conception o f  C /c u ltu re , the S /se lf  and  hum an  agency w hich actually irks his present 

critics, and tha t the charge o f “technological determ inism ” here  actually conceals a 

ploy to preserve the notion o f self-autonom ous and  self-determ ining subjectivity which 

has prevailed in the W est since a t least the tim e o f E nlightenm ent.

Next, in Section 2 , 1 follow the b road  contours o f  M cL u h an ’s m ethodology in 

studying m edia, and  in terrogate R ecord ing  Practice as a determ ination  o f sound 

reproduction technology. T h a t is, I follow a M cL uhanite  line o f  analysis and  study the 

“com m unications system ” o f  m aking and  hearing  m usic recordings as a  musical 

interpellation o f —  or, an assignm ent o f  musical identity to —  the industrial p rocedure 

o f transduction. In  so doing, I problem atize the notion o f “sound rep roduction” and, 

consequently, claim  R ecord ing  Practice as, in to to, a  determ ination  o f  the capacities o f 

sound reproduction technology, its limits being the limits o f w h a t sound reproduction 

can (be m ade to) do. Finally, I conclude, in Section 3, by exam ining  the so-called 

“m astering process,” specifically, as it elucidates the technologically determ ined  state 

o f the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice.
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M cLuhan in  M usicology.

So prevalen t is M cL uhan ’s cu rren t ignom iny in certain  academ ic circles tha t, as

Ju d ith  S tam ps concedes, “to engage w ith his theories publicly is already to risk

dismissal” (Stam ps 1995, xv). T he  pressure to reject M cL uhan is indeed  strong now,

and it has encouraged  m any  musicologists, for one, to offer obviously flawed

form ulations as to how  the oftentim es uneasy struggle in which hum anity  engages with

its m usic technologies should be understood to ram ify as m usical practice in relation to

M cL uhan’s theorizations. In fact, com m entators often paradoxically  (as opposed to

dialectically) denounce certain  o f M cL uhan’s claims a t the outset o f  a  parag raph  only to

accept them  by the end  —  as refutation o f  his claims, no less.

In  his influential Studying Popular Music (1990), for exam ple, R ichard  M iddleton

warns o f  “a danger in all M cLuhanite positions o f a simple essentialism: an intrinsically

‘natu ra l,’ ‘healthy’ m usicality is corrupted  and  destroyed by literacy” (M iddleton 1990,

92). Yet M iddleton concedes only six pages prior that:

It is.... no t easy to refute the idea tha t cultures and  outlooks dom inated  by oral 

m odes, literacy and  print, or electronic m edia are in m any  respects distinctive. 

A nd the differences feed through to specific practices like m usic. Establishing 

these b road  relationships is one o f the real achievem ents o f  M cL uhan and  those 

influenced by him  (M iddleton 1990, 76).

A short while later, M iddleton explains th a t “the developm ents w hich took place in 

post-Renaissance W estern  M usic would have been impossible w ithou t music notation, 

with its propensity for large-scale, visually organized construction, abstraction o f
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symbol from  sound, coordination o f m ultiple events and  voices (through bar-lines, for 

instance), and  ‘spatialized’ chord structures and  progressions” (M iddleton 1990, 80; my 

emphasis). Finally, with his sights trained squarely upon  refuting M cL uhan , M iddleton 

winds up agreeing  w ith his target over the very danger w hich he w arned  his readers 

about a t the outset:

W e can  certainly say th a t in an im portan t sense a  record  is finished —  finite, 

objectified —  in a way tha t oral perform ance is not. Indeed , in this sense it is, 

ironically, recordings ra ther than  scores which represen t an extrem e form  o f 

reified abstraction (with the resulting potential alienation o f  p roducer and 

consum er). T h e  im m ediacy o f m usical ‘speech’ is frozen into electric ‘p rin t,’ 

p roducing  an  ‘acoustic publication.’ W e could argue, then , th a t recording comes 

at the culm ination o f one era  as m uch as a t the s tart o f  ano ther (M iddleton 

1990, 80).

W hat M iddleton ultim ately claims is that students o f  P opular M usic should be 

skeptical o f  M cL uhan  because he has a tendency to rom anticize (and, thereby, to 

essentialize som ehow  m ore than  were he to do the exact opposite and  not romanticize) 

oral traditions o f  com m unication as m ore “h u m an e” a n d /o r  “n a tu ra l” than  o ther 

traditions. Y et M iddleton claims precisely the sam e in positing the oral as always 

developm entally p rio r to every o ther m ode o f  com m unication. O nly  furthering the 

irony, M iddleton situates his w arning smack dab  in the m iddle o f a thoroughly 

M cLuhanite narrative o f musical developm ent tha t runs from  oral (i.e., m onophony) 

through literate (i.e., polyphony) to electronic (i.e., phonography) stages, each o f which
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“abstracts,” “reifies” and  “alienates” a t least one degree m ore th an  its predecessor(s), 

which is precisely w hat M cL uhan claim ed .23

Such sim ultaneous accep tance/rejection  o f M cL uhan is typical o f his treatm ent 

by musicologists in general, and  by scholars w orking in o ther fields. In  fact, I don ’t 

think it w ould be too m uch o f a  stretch to claim  th a t a fair am o u n t o f  hostility has been 

directed  tow ards M cL uhan  by academ ics in general, and  th a t this hostility now 

threatens to obscure the m ore valuable o f his contentions u nder a  rubble-heap o f 

invective and  m isunderstanding. N or, contrary  to expectation, does it seem likely tha t 

M cL uhan w ould have found his present circum stance entirely woeful. After all, “the 

m ost im portan t th inker o f  the tw entieth century ,” as Wired Magazine recently dubbed 

M cL uhan, was noth ing  if  no t appreciative o f debate. H ow ever, hostility is directed 

tow ards M cL uhan very often as his line o f reasoning and  style o f  argum entation  are 

followed alm ost to the letter, which makes the task o f extracting h im  from  his present 

disrepute all the m ore onerous.

231 should be clear, however, that Middleton is not alone in misunderstanding M cLuhan’s 

notion of electronic media as somehow emancipatory from the supposedly feckless 

conventions of literacy. As Paul Grosswiler writes, it was “the neutrality” of M cLuhan’s 

“major works of the 1960s” that “was often interpreted as an uncritical acceptance of the 

new electronic media” (Grosswiler 1999, 10). However, while M cLuhan indeed considered 

electronic media to be capable of returning the sensus communis —  the concept is borrowed 

from St. Thomas Aquinas —  into proper balance, it was not inevitable to his mind that this 

should occur, nor that the Western world would be capable of navigating the transition from 

the “overheated eye” to the senses in harmonic balance. M cLuhan considered “literate” 

humanity to be caught in the “vortex” of electronic media, the only m anner of going through 

the “sinkhole” being to begin to seek after “patterns in the madness,” as it were.
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M cLuhan in  H u m an  S tudies.

O utside musicology, scholars appear m ore willing to take Stam ps’s risk. T h e ir 

work w ould seem  to offer a surfeit o f  m odels to choose from  for extracting M cLuhan 

from  his presently  contentious situation in W estern academ e. Y et these com m entators 

generally engage w ith M cL uhan as only a  C anad ian  o r N orth  A m erican “extension” o f 

European  precedents, w ith Jam es C arey’s “H aro ld  A dam s Innis an d  M arshall 

M cL uhan” (1968), D onald  F. T hea ll’s Understanding McLuhan: the Medium is the Rearview 

Mirror (1971), A rth u r K roker’s Technology and the Canadian Mind: Innis/McLuhan/Grant 

(1984) and , m ore recently, R obert E. B abe’s “M cL uhan  an d  C anad ian  C om m unication 

T hough t” (2004) being four notable, happy  exceptions.

Jo h n  Fekete (1977, 1982), K arlheinz Barck (2003), Jam e s  C arey  (1968, 1987, 

1998, 1999) and  Pam ela M cC allum  (1989), for exam ple, each explore M cL uhan’s work 

in relation to W alter B enjam in’s. T hey  find the two m ore o r less ideologically allied at 

alm ost every turn . W illiam  K uhns (1971) charts theoretical concurrences betw een 

H aro ld  Innis and , by extension, betw een M arshall M cL uhan  and  Jacques Ellul. Jam es  

Curtis (1972, 1978) com plem ents the w ork o f linguist F erd inand  de Saussure w ith tha t 

o f  M cLuhan, while Paul H eyer (1989a, 1989b) em beds M cL uhan  w ithin a  trajectory o f 

speculative cultural com m entary  tha t begins with Jean-Jacques R ousseau and  ends with 

M ichel Foucault. L inda H utcheon  indicts M cL uhan as a central convener o fjacq u es  

D errida’s “phonetic  conspiracy,” albeit tenuously, as Ju d ith  Stam ps (1995, xiii) notes. 

Je an  M aribini (1973) m arks certain corollaries betw een M cL uhan ’s (1967, 1968)

“G lobal V illager” and  H erb ert M arcuse’s (1964) “O ne-D im ensional M an .” Both 

D onald  T heall (1989) and  A ndrew  W ernick (1986) construe M cL uhan  as a N orth  

A m erican sym pathizer w ith m em bers o f  the Frankfurt School, while Ju d ith  Stam ps 

(1995) follows their line o f  reasoning to cast M cL uhan and  his p rim ary  influence,
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H aro ld  Innis, as “negative dialecticians” —  a  term  she uses as if  it nam es only a 

m ethod —  in the trad ition  o f T h e o d o r W . A dorno  and  W alter Benjam in.

T h a t being  said, it’s no t like M cL uhan  per se is an a th em a to scholars a t large. 

T here  have been  num erous studies published since a t least 1972 w hich take M cL uhan 

seriously as a sturdy basis for studying m edia; w hich design, build  and  advocate 

m ethods for exam ining m edia th a t each use M cL uhan ’s m ethods as their foundation 

stone .24 I t ’s ju s t th a t these studies are  so few and  far betw een com pared  w ith o ther 

studies published at the sam e tim e which alm ost exclusively reject M cL uhan out of 

hand  as everything from  a laughable lunatic to an a tten tion  starved m edia w hore to a 

“holy fool” to som eone who was ju s t plain wacky. F u rtherm ore , com m entary  which 

defends M cL uhan from  such charges generally follows th rough  on  only those o f his

24 A sampling of studies which use McLuhan as a “foundation stone” should include, for 

example, P. P. Ajayakumar, “McLuhan, Media, and Hybridity: A Revaluation in the 

Postcolonial Context,” At the Speed o f Light There is Only Illumination: A Reappraisal of Marshall 

McLuhan, eds. John  Moss and Linda M. Morra. (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2004), 

pp. 147-152; James Carey, “McLuhan and Mumford: Roots of M odern Media Analysis,” 

Journal of Communication 31 (Summer 1981): 162-178, and “W alter Benjamin, Marshall 

McLuhan and the Emergence of Visual Society,” Prospects: An Annual o f American Cultural 

Studies 12 (Fall 1987): 29-38; Daniel J . Czitrom, Media and the American Mind: From Morse to 

McLuhan (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1982); Gordon Gow, “Making 

Sense of McLuhan Space,” At the Speed of Light There is Only Illumination: A Reappraisal of 

Marshall McLuhan, eds. John Moss and Linda M. Morra. (Ottawa: University of Ottawa 

Press, 2004), pp. 185-206; Paul Grosswiler, Method Is The Message: McLuhan and Marx 

(Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1998); Carolyn Marvin, “Innis, M cLuhan and M arx,” Visible 

Language 23 (Summer 1986): 355-359; Dominic Manganiello, “Retracing the Labyrinth of 

Modernism: McLuhan and the Aesthetic Moment,” At the Speed of Light There is Only 

Illumination: A Reappraisal o f Marshall McLuhan, eds. John Moss and Linda M. Morra.

(Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2004), pp. 85-95.
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theorizations w hich concern , in M cL uhan ’s parlance, “acoustic” an d  “visual” space

(respectively: “non-E uclidean” and  “E uclidean” space).

In McLuhan in Space: A  Cultural Geography (2003), for instance, R ichard  Cavell

concentrates exclusively on  the spatial in M cL uhan’s work. W h a t’s significant abou t

M cL uhan for Cavell is how  he develops the category o f “Space” in  general as an

analytic focus o f  his m ed ia  studies. T o  Cavell’s m ind, in fact, it is “Space” per se which

constitutes the single m ost constan t conceptual category in the w ork o f 

M arshall M cL uhan.... Space is the notion tha t connects a  m ultiplicity o f 

elem ents in M cL uhan ’s large and  diverse oeuvre. M cL uhan  m ade constant 

reference to space th roughout his career, and  the various dim ensions o f his 

thought are articulated  th rough  notions o f spatial biases, sensations, and m odes 

o f production. It was space, furtherm ore, which anchored  the system o f ideas 

that connect M cL uhan to artists and theorists with whose w ork his own is m ost 

productively situated (Cavell 2003, xviii).

K arlheinz Barck concurs with Cavell. For Barck, in fact, it is M cL uhan’s focus

on “Space” per se w hich m ost clearly aligns his w ork w ith W alter B en jam in’s. A ccording

to Barck, M cL uhan  and  Benjamin:

Insist on tactility as the attitude that continues to connect the  hum an  senses in 

spite o f  the increased specialization and  isolation o f  percep tion  induced by 

technical evolution.... B enjam in’s m ilitant critique o f  cu ltu ral and  aesthetic 

concepts breaks dow n the ‘G rea t W all’ betw een technology and  aesthetics to 

create a  border-crossing tha t resembles, for exam ple, M cL u h an ’s account o f 

how our involvem ent with the perception o f  television im ages increases our 

tactile abilities. Books such as The Gutenberg Galaxy and  Understanding Media have 

taught us to see the parallels betw een the starring role played by typography in 

the shaping o f  hum an  thought and life and  the changes in perceptual 

m odeseffected by life in the ‘electric age’ (Barck 2003, 42-43).
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Sim ilarly convinced as Cavell and Barck tha t M cL uhan  was a theorist o f  space 

disguised in the clip-on bow  tie of, in M cL uhan ’s own w ords, “a  considerably stodgy 

m edia theorist,” Ju d ith  Stam ps develops M cL uhan’s theorizations o f  “m edia 

environm ents” to argue the present need for specifically acoustic space in the W est 

(M cLuhan cited in Grosswiler 1998, 2). T o  Stam ps’s m ind , in fact, such space is the 

only available palliative for w hat she alleges is m odern  W estern  h um an ity ’s “tyranny o f 

the eye” (Stam ps 1995, vii). Even Je an  Baudrillard is in on this, explaining in his wildly 

influential Simulations (1983) that “we are witnessing the end  o f perspective and panoptic 

space [;] the m edium  is no longer identifiable as such, and  the m erging o f  the m edium  

and the m essage (M cLuhan) is the first great form ula o f  this age” (Baudrillard 1983,

54).25 D onald  T heall (1989), A rthu r K roker (1986) and , recently, G ary  Genosko (1999) 

each focus alm ost exclusively on the spatial in M cL uhan ’s oeuvre, too.

Still, regardless o f  their analytic foci, for those w ho adm ire  M cL u h an ’s work, as 

Leon Surrette  points out, “although we should no t be overly im pressed at M cL uhan ’s 

prescience in forecasting a  future which he helped to form ulate, there  is enough

25 For more ofBaudrillard on McLuhan, see, for example, Jean  Baudrillard, “Requiem for 

the Media,” For A Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (St. Louis: T  elos Press, 1981): 

164-184, and “The Masses: The Implosion of the Social in the Media,” Selected Writings, ed. 

Mark Poster (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988): 207-219. For more on Baudrillard and 

McLuhan, see, for example, Douglas Kellner, “Resurrecting McLuhan? Jean  Baudrillard 

and the Academy of Postmodernism,” Communication: For or Against Democracy, eds. Marc 

Raboy and Peter A. Bruck (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1989): 131-146; Douglas Kellner, 

Jean Baudrillard: From Marxism to Postmodernism and Beyond (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1989), 60-76; Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 

(New York: Guilford Press, 1991), 267-268; Stanley Aronowitz and Henry A. Giroux, 

Postmodern Education: Politics, Culture and Social Criticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1991), 192-193.
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sim ilarity betw een his cultural forecasts and  the events to give pause to  those w ho have 

rejected him  as a clown, faker, o r opportunist” (Surrette 1996, 26). W here M cL uhan 

gives the m ost pause for these writers, though, is only w here he connects m edia to 

space. F urtherm ore , none o f  these writers accepts M cL uhan’s propositions whole hog. 

Each am ends and  retailors certain aspects o f  M cL uhan ’s theorizations to suit their own 

agendas, often ignoring his (many) critics in the process. W hile there  is certainly 

noth ing  particularly  the m atter with this, the general silence concern ing  the alleged 

“technological determ inism ” o f M cL uhan’s interpretive stance in com m entary  which 

takes him  seriously rem ains deafening if no t disconcerting for those o f  us w ho would 

engage further w ith his work. It can  seem, at times, conspiratorial if no t dow nright 

pathological.

Indeed , given tha t M cL uhan is alm ost invariably charged  w ith “technological 

determ inism ” by those who seek to dismiss him , and  given th a t he is alm ost invariably 

thereby  dismissed, it is troubling to discover tha t those w ho w ould recover him  from  his 

present disrepute seldom  engage w ith this p rim ary  com plain t leveled against him. It is 

as if  the m an  w ho ra th e r dem ocratically argued  the prim acy o f  specifically oral debate 

in settling m atters o f  cultural dispute has spaw ned a  generation  o f  followers who 

conspicuously avoid tha t very thing (in print, a t least). Sim ply positioning M cL uhan 

within a  trajectory  o f  cultural com m entary  th a t runs from  E urope to N orth  A m erica, or 

developing only those strands o f M cL uhan’s though t w hich he d id  not, has to suffice to 

legitimize him  as a theorist and, thereby, to recover his theories from  their presently 

contentious position in W estern academ e.

As a result o f  all this evasion, M cL uhan em erges all the more as a symbol o f 

theoretical totalitarianism  (indexed sneakily by com m entators u n d er the shorthand  o f 

“technological determ inist”) and  w hat bears M cL u h an ’s nam e likewise bears his guilt.
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I f  anything, S tam ps’s concession th a t “ to engage with M cL uhan  publicly is already to 

risk dismissal” acknowledges this guilt by association. Less directly, it also 

acknowledges the anxiety o f influence w ith which each o f M cL uhan ’s curren t adherents 

m ust now contend. Indeed, it w ould seem  that we adm irers o f  M cL uhan  are left no 

o ther option: should you agree with M cL uhan  at all, and  should you intend to further 

any o f his in terpretive aims, it’s best to ju s t accept his guilt and  m ove on to only those 

o f  his theories w hich haven’t yet been labeled exem plary instances o f  “ technological 

determ inism .”

Technological D e term in ism : A C ursory O verview .

“Technological determ inism ” is, according to L inda G orm an  and  Bob M cLean, 

“the view that technology is [an] agent o f  social change” (G orm an and  M cLean 2003, 

48). M ore often than  not, the title “technological determ inism ” is deployed derisively 

by present com m entators, to identify (and, in so doing, to sum m arily  dismiss from  

consideration) in terpretations o f cultural developm ents w hich, to com m entato rs’ m inds, 

place an  explanatory  em phasis upon technical innovation in narratives o f cultural 

change. O n  the broadest level, then , the complaint th a t an argum en t is “ technologically 

determ ined” is actually a com plaint th a t a  particu lar explanation o f  some cultural 

phenom enon obfuscates the central role which innovators and  users o f  a  technology, 

and  the social context(s) o f  their innovation and  use, together play in determ ining each 

and  every cultural developm ent.26

20 It is possible to think of this as a kind of cultural solipsism. The logical inference is that 

all that can be known and confirmed about the world is cultural.
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As such, “technological determ inism ” ultim ately reduces to  a single 

proposition, nam ely, some thing called “technology” bears social efficacy and , as such, 

drives h u m an  history. U ltim ately, then, the “technological determ inist” positions 

technology as:

T h e  dom inan t, determining factor.... in social developm ents. M arshall M cLuhan 
[for exam ple].... developed a body o f ideas th a t suggested th a t in 
com m unications, technology was the determ ining influence. His m ost 
frequently  quo ted  aphorism  is tha t ‘the medium is the m essage’.... H e m eant by 
this th a t m edia con ten t (the explicit message) explains far less abou t 
com m unications th an  the com m unicative im pact o f  the technical m edium  as 
such, viewed in term s o f  its effects on whole societies and  cultures over centuries 
o f their developm ent. A ctual m edia ou tpu t therefore was o f  com paratively little 
interest to M cL uhan  (W inston 2000, 799).

Specifically, so-called “ technologically determ ined” readings o f  technology and 

hum anity are  those w hich allegedly posit the social as an aftereffect o f  technology, or 

which offer m onistic explanations o f social change w hereby all m an n e r o f such change is 

technology’s fault o r virtue. O ften  contrasted  with so-called “holistic” in terpretations 

and with crude “cultural determ inism ,” “technological determ in ism ” is situated in 

most accounts w ithin the m etaphysical tradition  o f R eductionism , w hich is generally 

associated w ith philosophers from  D em ocritus (ca. 6 BC) to R ene D escartes (ca. 1596- 

1650), w herein com plicated totalities are reduced to byproducts o f  conflict betw een their 

atomistic parts and  agencies. Leslie W hite offers a good exam ple o f  ju s t  such an 

interpretive bias:

W e m ay view a  cultural system as a series o f  three horizontal strata: the 

technological layer on the bottom , the philosophical on top, the sociological 

stratum  in betw een.... T h e  technological system is basic and  prim ary . Social 

systems are functions o f  technologies; and  philosophies express technological 

forces and  reflect social systems. The technologicalfactor is therefore the determinant 

o f a cultural system as a whole. It determines theform o f social systems,and technology and
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society together determine the content and orientation o f philosophy (W hite 1944, 366; my 

emphasis).

K a rl M arx: The F ather o f  Technological D e term in ism ?

K arl M arx  is frequently credited w ith having invented “ technological 

determ inism ,” typically based upon  a  single sentence. T o  M arx ’s m ind , “the windmill 

gives you society w ith the feudal lord; the steam -m ill society w ith the industrial 

capitalist” (M arx 1847/1995). F rom  there, the likes of, for instance, D aniel C hand ler 

(2000) argue a diverse range o f  scholars —  from  Sigfried G iedion, Leslie W hite, Lynn 

W hite J r . ,  H aro ld  A dam s Innis to H erbert M arshall M cL uhan  —  to have contracted  

M arx ’s particu lar strain  o f  “technological determ inism .”

In  fact, even w hen scholars reject M arx ’s concept o f econom ic determ ination, 

they are charged w ith following his variety o f  technological determ inism , though both  

kinds o f  determ ination  are inseparable in M arx ’s account. F u rtherm ore , in invoking the 

windmill and  the steam -m ill, M arx  invoked the Ellulian category o f  “technics” m ore so 

than  te c h n o lo g y ^  se. C onsidering technology an  historically determ ined  form  o f  the 

division o f labour, M arx  ultim ately argued tha t technology constitutes both a m eans, 

and a  product, o f  those “ways o f doing” (i.e., those “techniques”) w hich are p reem inent 

at a particular tim e and  place. Indeed, in M arx ’s final analysis, technology and the 

m ode o f production in w hich it prevails are finally mutually determ ining.

M ore recently, theorists such as Neil Postm an and  O . B. H ard ison  J r .  have, to 

m y m ind, ra the r courageously disagreed w ith the curren t consensus about 

“technological determ inism ,” particularly  as it exists in cu ltural studies o f technology. 

T hey develop K arl M arx ’s and o thers’ notions o f  technology, techn ique and society to
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suit the p resent circum stance o f  hum anity  and m achine. A ccording to Neil Postm an,

for exam ple, “technique, like any o ther technology, tends to function independently  o f

the system it serves —  it becom es autonom ous, in the m an n e r o f a robot th a t no longer

obeys its m aster” (Postm an 1992, 142). Elsewhere, Postm an defines this process as

“T he F rankenstein  Syndrom e” :

O n e  creates a m achine for a particu lar and lim ited purpose but, once the 

m achine is built, we discover, always to ou r surprise, th a t it has ideas o f its own. 

T h a t it is no t only quite capable o f changing ou r habits bu t.... o f  changing our 

habits o f  m ind  (Postm an 1992, 142).

O . B. H ard ison  J r .  echoes Postm an’s claims. D ivining a t least two distinct

stages o f technological developm ent from  the annals o f  h um an  history, H ard ison  J r .

outlines a “classic” stage o f  technological developm ent an d  an  “expressive” stage. T he

form er stage is th a t du ring  which technology fulfills, w ith m ore o r less success,

whichever purely  utilitarian  function(s) its inventors devise for it. N ext, technology

“expresses” certain  capabilities beyond its original function(s), thereby  entering into a

phase o f “techno-hum an interactivity.” This is always the case, H ard ison  J r . explains:

A truly new  technology refuses to stay classic. It becom es expressive and 

reshapes its [classic] function. A  good exam ple.... is the autom obile, which 

began life as an  im proved version o f the horse-draw n carriage. T he  success o f 

the autom obile created  so m any new conditions th a t society had  to be reshaped 

to accom m odate them . In  spite o f the best o f early  in tentions, w ithin a few 

years after its com m ercial in troduction the autom obile ceased to be classic and  

becam e expressive (Hardison J r .  1989, 237).

T o  be clear, ne ither M arx, Postm an nor H ard ison  J r . ,  argue tha t hum anity  

passively receives the “revenge effects” or “expressions” o f  technology and, in so doing, 

slides along the surface o f “technologically determ ined” historical developm ent w ith all
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the agency o f  a  d renched  cotton ball caught in a whirlpool. T h e ir  assertions concerning

the relation betw een hum anity  and technology are m uch less m onistic, and  m uch m ore

dialectical, th an  is now  m ost often claimed. T h e  poin t o f H ard ison  J r . ’s concept of

technological “expressivity,” for instance, is th a t hum anity  shapes the social

consequences o f  technology —  but only according to what, specifically, a technology can be made to

do. In  fact, according to the vast m ajority o f  those accounts w hich are now deem ed

“technologically determ ined ,” o r “technologically determ ining ,” technology is a

p roduct o f  specifically hum an  ingenuity and  sense precisely as it shapes and  refigures —

and, in so doing, ultim ately produces —  such ingenuity and  sense each  tim e it operates.

As such, to the so-called “technological determ inist,” hum anity  engages in a lived

dialectic w ith its m achines. As K arl M arx  notes:

T he  division o f  labour gradually transform s the w orker’s operations into m ore 

and m ore m echanical ones, so th a t a t a certain  poin t a m echanism  can step into 

their places. Thus, the specific m ode o f  w orking here appears directly as 

becom ing transferred from  the w orker to capital in the form  o f  the m achine, and  

his own labour capacity devalued, thereby. H ence the w orker’s struggle against 

m achinery. W h at was the living w orker’s activity becom es the activity o f 

m achinery. T hus the appropriation  o f  labour by capital confronts the w orker in 

a coarsely sensuous form  (M arx 1978, 283).

Consequently, “ the contest betw een the capitalist and the wage labourer,” which,

according to M arx, “dates back to the very origin o f capital,” intensifies such that:

T he  w orkm an [fights] against the instrum ents o f  labour itself, the m aterial 

em bodim ent o f capital. H e revolts against this particu lar form  o f the m eans o f  

production, as being the m aterial basis o f  the capitalist m ode o f  production 

(M arx 1978,411).
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The C urren t C om pla in t: M isu n d ers to o d /N eg lec ted  D ia lectic .

It seems th a t the cu rren t com plaint against “technological determ inism ” either

neglects or m isunderstands the logic o f dialectic which inheres in  it. W hat is now  called

“technological determ inism ” holds a t its core the proposition th a t technology is both  a

product and an  em bodim ent o f hum an  labour and  productivity; th a t technology is, in

short, em bodied technique which, th rough its m echanical em bodim ent, serves as both  a

product and a p roducer o f hum an  efficacy.

In fact, as Jacques Ellul notes, in The Technological Society (1964), technology is

“pu re” technique, one o r m ore “ways o f doing” distilled into a m echanical m old and

given a  particu lar m aterial form  as technology. As m echanized  “ways o f doing ,”

technologies m ust thus be capable o f displacing hum an  labour from  production. T hey

m ust be capable o f “reifying” or, in Luckacs’s parlance, “thingifying” hum an

industriousness; and , furtherm ore, o f  reconfiguring which h um an  capacities are needed

to m anufacture abundance. H ence M arx ’s and  Engels’s assertion, in the Manifesto o f the

Communist Party, that:

O w ing to the extensive use o f m achinery  and to division o f  labour, the w ork o f 

the proletarians has lost all individual character, and  consequently  all charm  for 

the w orkm an. H e becom es an appendage o f  the m achine, and  it is only the 

m ost simply, m ost m onotonous, and  m ost easily acqu ired  knack, th a t is 

required o f  him. H ence, the cost o f production o f a w orkm an is restricted, 

alm ost entirely, to the m eans o f  subsistence tha t he requires for his 

m aintenance, and  for the propagation o f  his race is equal to its cost o f  

production. In proportion, therefore, as the repulsiveness o f  the w ork increases, 

the w age decreases. N ay  m ore, in proportion  as the use o f  m achinery  and 

division o f labour increases, in the sam e proportion  the b u rden  o f toil also 

increases, w hether by prolongation o f the working hours, by the increase o f the 

work exacted in a given tim e or by increased speech o f  the m achinery , etc.

(M arx & Engels 1978, 479).
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W h at is industrially produced , then, is a p roduct o f h u m an  labour, bu t only as 

such labour is externalized or embodied/“thingified” by technology. T h a t is, industrial products 

are products o f an  industrial m anufacturing  process w hich relies alm ost singularly upon 

industrial technology and  requires hum an  ingenuity and labour only for the innovation, 

m ain tenance and  opera tion  o f such technology. Indeed , “ it is n o t the articles m ade, bu t 

how they are m ade, an d  by w hat instrum ents, tha t enables us to  distinguish different 

econom ic epochs” (M arx 1978, 346).

Industrial capitalism  is technologically determ ined, bu t precisely as it is, in sum, 

a determ ination  o f  h um an  innovation, being wholly a p roduct o f  industrial production 

and, thus, industrial m eans and  relations o f production. As the m eans and  relations o f 

industrial p roduction  are refigured to increase the rate o f p roduction  and , therethrough, 

o f surplus value (i.e., for m y purposes, capital), so, too, are the technologies, and  the 

relations o f  p roduction  which technology em bodies, refigured to  suit the intensified rate 

o f return.

T hough  industrial productivity is a specifically h um an  p ro d u ct and  practice, its 

limits are also the limits o f  w hat industrial technology can be m ade to  achieve. O ne 

simply cannot satisfy the w ant o r need for a mass produced  ca r p a rt, for instance, if  the 

technologies w hich enable mass production o f car parts do no t exist. Satisfaction o f the 

w an t/n eed  for a mass produced  car part, no t to m ention the w a n t/n e e d  which is to be 

satisfied itself, is, therefore, technologically determ ined, bu t precisely as industrial mass 

production itself is an  entirely capitalist (which is to say, an  entirely human) innovation.
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F rom  In scrip tio n  to  Singing: Sound R eprodu ction  Technology, 1879 to 1900.

T h e  m eandering  course which sound reproduction  technology followed to reach 

its, by now, widely assum ed m usical utility dem onstrates the m ateria l reality o f 

technological determ inism . W hile the difficulty which the first innovators and 

m anufacturers o f  sound reproduction  technology experienced in establishing a p roper 

m arket for their w ares is often claim ed to refute “technological determ inism ” by the 

latter’s m any cu rren t critics, in tha t it is (rather reductively) argued  to elucidate the 

central role w hich cultural priorities and  values play in determining any technology’s 

social efficacies, this is an  entirely idealistic, if  no t an wholly abstract, no tion  o f w hat, 

specifically, constitutes determ ination . As em bodied technique, sound reproduction 

technology presented  its initial m akers and users with a finite set o f possible uses (i.e., 

th a t which it could be m ade to do) and, in so doing, determ ine those uses.

It was, for instance, a  determ ination  o f  sound rep roduction  technology itself that 

it w asn’t eventually figured into an  instrum ent o f mass destruction , because such 

technology simply canno t be m ade to operate as a  nuclear bom b does. Indeed, the 

m eandering course to m usical utility which sound reproduction  technology followed 

during the last two decades o f  the n ineteenth  century  an d  the first two decades o f the 

twentieth century  constitutes an  instance of, return ing  to H ard ison  J r . ’s (1989) term , 

“techno-hum an interactivity.” D uring this tim e, the consequences o f  sound reproduction 

technology w ere determ ined  both  by the m aterial capacities o f  th a t technology (i.e., by 

the limited inventory o f  things th a t sound reproduction technology could be m ade to do 

or produce) and  by hum an  innovation and adoption o f strategies for capitalizing upon 

those capacities.

T he technique which is currently  called “sound rep roduc tion ,” which is actually 

transduction, em erges from  attem pts m ade during the early  to m iddle n ineteenth
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century  to autom atically  transcribe sound. Sound reproduction  technology’s nineteenth 

century  inventors did not seek m ethods for “w riting” sound, as is often argued; a form 

o f notation  w ould have sufficed. R ather, they sought an au tom ated  and , therefore, 

im personal —  w hich is to say, “technical” —  system o f  transcrip tion which could 

visually objectify sound unthout succumbing to the restrictions o f  human fallibility. T h a t is, they 

sought a  technical, “scientific” m eans to visually objectify sound in o rder to better 

com prehend  w hat was increasingly understood as sound’s objective nature . As Jo n a th a n  

Sterne explains:

prio r to the n ineteenth  century, philosophies o f  sound usually considered their 

object th rough  a particular, idealized instance such as speech o r music. W orks 

o f g ram m ar and  logic distinguished betw een significant and  insignificant sounds 

by calling all significant sounds vox —  voice. O th e r  philosophers took music as 

an idealized theoretical instance o f sound, leading to the analysis o f pitch and 

harm ony, all the way up to the harm ony  o f  the spheres and , for Saint Augustine, 

G od. In  contrast, the concept frequency —  previously developed by D escartes, 

M ersenne, and  Bernoulli —  offered a  w ay to th ink abou t sound as a form  o f 

m otion o r vibration. As the notion o f frequency took hold in n ineteenth-century  

physics, acoustics, otology, and physiology, these fields broke w ith the older 

philosophies o f sound. W here speech o r m usic had  been  general categories 

th rough  w hich sound was understood, they w ere now  special cases o f  the general 

phenom enon  o f sound (Sterne 2003a, 23).

T he m eandering  course which the N orth  A m erican record  industry, for one, took 

to develop during  the two decades prior to the so-called “golden age o f  acoustic 

recording” —  th a t is, during the last two decades o f  the n ineteen th  century  —  

dem onstrates S terne’s claims. T h e  m edium  o f  phonetic  literacy and  oral speech seem 

to have served as a  kind o f epistemological barrier during  this tim e; they were
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im pedim ents to conception o f  uses for sound reproduction  technology besides as an  aid

to w riting o r speech. In  M arshall M cL uhan’s words:

the phonograph  was involved in m any m isconceptions, as one o f its early nam es 

—  gram ophone —  implies. I t  was conceived as a  form  o f auditory  writing 

(gramma-letters). It was also called ‘g raphophone ,’ w ith the  needle in the role o f 

pen. T he  idea o f  it as a ‘talking m ach ine’ was especially popular. Edison was 

delayed in his approach  to the solution o f its problem s by  considering it a t first 

as a ‘telephone repea te r’; tha t is, a storehouse o f  da ta  from  the telephone, 

enabling the telephone to ‘provide invaluable records, instead o f  being the 

recipient o f m om entary  and  fleeting com m unications.’ T hese words o f Edison, 

published in the North American Review o f ju n e , 1878, illustrate how the then  recent 

telephone invention already had  the pow er to color th inking in o ther fields. So, 

the record  player had  to be seen as a kind o f  phonetic record  o f  telephone 

conversation. H ence the nam es ‘p honog raph ’ and  ‘g ram ophone’ (M cLuhan 

1964, 276).

A nother influence upon early thought abou t sound reproduction  technology 

which is no t often discussed was the logic o f com m erce, specifically, the profit motive.

It should not be overlooked that those w ho developed the phonograph , the 

graphophone, the gram ophone, and every o ther sound reproduction  technology during  

this tim e did so to tu rn  a profit; m anufacture and  distribution o f  sound reproduction 

technology struck its pioneers as potentially profitable and , so, as a  desirable pursuit. 

U ntil a t least roughly 1900, in fact, the constan t concern  o f m ost N orth  A m erican 

m anufacturers o f sound reproduction technology was to cultivate, shape and  profit by a 

m arket o f any sort for their wares. W hether it be a m arket cen tered  in office dictation, in 

recited correspondences, or in m echanical reproduction  o f  songs, m attered  not in the 

slightest to these speculators. W hat m attered  was simply th a t the sound reproduction  

technologies they m anufactured  sell at the best possible rate o f  return .

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-111-

U ltim ately, it was a  “best guess” w hen Edison, for exam ple, m arketed his

phonograph  as an  accessory to the early telephone, or w hen  A lexander G raham  Bell

m arketed his “g raphophone” as a tool for office dictation. “W hen  Edison first cam e up

with his tinfoil cylinder phonograph , he envisioned m arketing it as an office m ach ine,”

Reebee G arofolo notes.

In  o rder to in troduce it to the public, however, he decided to exploit its novelty 

value. In  countless dem onstrations in lecture halls, theatres, and  vaudeville 

houses, m em bers o f the audience were invited to m ake live recordings. Scores o f 

local vocalists, whistlers and  instrum entalists tried  their h an d  a t Edison’s 

am azing ‘talking m ach ine.’ A lthough it was soon found th a t brass reproduced 

reasonably well, the poor sound quality o f the tinfoil cylinder severely ham pered  

its com m ercial value (Garofolo 2002, 17).

In  fact, by 1890, Edison had  dismissed the phonograph  as “a m ere toy” w ith “no 

com m ercial value” (Edison cited in G elatt 1977, 29). Thankfully , he  tu rned  his 

attention to the electric light before retu rn ing  once m ore to the “talking m ach ine” in 

1893.

In the m eantim e, A lexander G raham  Bell and  C harles S um ner T a in te r 

responded to a  novelty dem onstration  o f Edison’s “ talking m ach ine” w ith the “V olta 

graphophone” :

team ing with his cousin, C hichester Bell, and  the engineer C harles Sum ner 

T ain ter, A lexander G raham  Bell w anted to develop a user-friendly —  and 

com m ercially viable —  version o f  the early record  player [read: ph o n o g rap h ]. 

Flipping the w ord phonograph, they cam e up with graphophone. I t was paten ted  in 

1886. T hey  felt it offered consum ers an easier-to-handle m ach ine  (Colem an 

2003, 11).
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T hough  the g raphophone is sometim es considered Bell’s first foray into the 

realm  o f  sound reproduction , it was, in fact, his second. In  1874, he and  his partner at 

the tim e, C larence Blake, unleashed the gruesom e “ear p h o n au to g rap h ” upon  the world 

( I exam ine the e a r phonau tog raph  in Section II o f this chap ter, specifically as it relates 

to transduction). N am ed  for its transducing m echanism  —  an actual decaying hum an  

ear excised from  a cadaver, w ith a  chaff o f w heat affixed to the tym panic m em brane —  

the ea r phonau tograph  produced  tracings o f sound on a  pane o f  sm oked glass. These 

tracings, Bell hoped , w ould help his d eaf niece acquire a  be tte r understand ing  o f the 

m echanics o f  sound production.

Unlike the phonau tograph , however, Bell’s g raphophone was capable o f 

reproducing sonic phenom enon . It featured a floating stylus w hich cu t “hill and dale” 

grooves into w ax-coated cardboard  cylinders. T h e  stylus was then  ru n  along the 

grooves, causing it to vibrate. T h e  resulting vibrations were registered through a 

transducing tube, w here they w ere then  converted into sonic p henom ena  and  amplified 

through a “m agnifying” bell. T his, by now, is clearly an  invention w ith musical utility. 

How ever, in 1886, it was anything bu t clear to Bell and T a in te r w hether o r no t their 

graphophone could be fruitfully m arketed to m usical interests. T h ey  m arketed the 

graphophone as a d ictating m achine, with ra the r lackluster results. “As a dictation 

device in the w orkplace,” according to C olem an, the g raphophone was simply a 

“disaster,” being “clum sy and  im practical” (Colem an 2003, 12).

Still, despite its initial failure to provide returns, Jesse L ipp inco tt was sufficiently 

impressed by the g raphophone to invest close to $ 1 m illion in private capital (an 

inheritance) to consolidate Edison’s patents with the national sales rights for the 

graphophone. In  so doing, L ippincott inaugurated  the N orth  A m erican  Phonograph  

Com pany. Like V olta, though, the N A PC would initially focus on  the less than
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lucrative d ictating m achine m arket, “m echanical problem s and  resistance from  

stenographers (who w ere mostly m en at the time) constantly  plaguing the business” 

(Garofolo 2002,17). T his alm ost ru ined the fledgling com pany before it was off the 

ground. O n ly  m aking m atters worse, Jesse L ippincott fell victim  to paralysis before the 

century  was through. A lready on the brink o f financial ru in , the N A PC  collapsed into 

full disarray.

T h e  N A PC  m ight never have recovered from  the d isarray  w hich followed 

L ippincott’s illness h ad  it not been for Edw ard D. E aton, w ho ow ned a subsidiary o f  the 

NA PC w hich, in m ore o r less the sam e form , continues to play a m ajo r role in the 

record industry today: the C olum bia Phonograph  C om pany  (nam ed for its franchise 

throughout the D istrict o f  Colum bia). H aving witnessed the phonog raph  falter in the 

office dictation m arket, and  dealing w ith the N A P C ’s d isarray  on a  daily basis, Eaton 

considered him self left no o ther option than  to take w hat was, a t the tim e, a drastic 

risk: develop the phonograph  as an instrum ent for m usic reproduction .

Before he could take this risk, however, Louis Glass, w ho m anaged  the Pacific 

licensee o f L ipp inco tt’s N A PC , would have to append  listening tubes and  a coin 

activated m echanism  to the L ippincott dictating m achine, an d  place the resulting 

prototype jukebox  in San Francisco’s Palais Royale Saloon du ring  sum m er o f 1889 

(San Francisco was Glass’s hom e city). “It was ludicrous in the ex trem e to see ten 

people grouped abou t a  phonograph , each w ith a listening tube leading from  his ears, 

grinning and  laughing at w hat he h ea rd ,” rem em bers one executive (cited in Garofolo 

2002, 17). Such lunacy aside, by 1890 Glass had  installed his “nickel-in-the-slot”
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m achines in over eighteen locations. Som e o f these pro to type jukeboxes posted profits

o f over S I ,200 per annum .27 As Jo n a th a n  Sterne explains,

a lready  in 1890, frustrated phonograph  m erchants were tu rn ing  away from  

business uses and  tow ard the growing coin-in-the-slot business. By the mid- 

1890s, this was one o f  the m ain areas in which m oney could be m ade.... Coin- 

in-the-slot m achines, where a user could h ear a song for a fee, w ere located in 

hotel lobbies, tra in  stations, and arcades. As cities grew m ore spread out, a 

w ell-placed arcade could en terta in  com m uters w ith a  few m inutes to kill and  a 

few cents in their pockets. T h e  boom  period for this business lasted only a few 

years. Between the erosion o f phonography’s novelty to coin-in the-slot users 

and  a  bottleneck in the m anufacture and  distribution o f new  recordings, the 

potential o f  arcade-style listening to support the industry  died off in the first 

decade o f  the tw entieth century (Sterne 2003a, 201).

T hough  “pay-for-play” phonographs proved helpful in developing a public taste 

for music recordings, the loom ing cost o f  phonographs rem ained  prohibitive for all bu t 

financially elite buyers. R unn ing  upw ards o f $150 dollars each in 1890, phonographs 

were still too expensive for anyone beyond the so-called “horse an d  carriage” m arket to 

afford. H ow ever, as Glass’s “nickel-in-the-slot” pay phonographs m ultiplied so, too, 

did dem and  for recorded music. E a ton ’s C olum bia Phonograph  C om pany  capitalized 

on Glass’s invention by satisfying the dem and  for high quality  “con ten t” which it 

encouraged. C olum bia produced cylinders o f  Sousa m arches, Strauss waltzes, virtuoso 

whistling by J o h n  Y ork and  Irish favorites such as “Little A nnie R ooney” and  “D ow n 

W ent M cG uin ty” for two dollars each. C olum bia also m ade and  sold serm ons by local

27 For further discussion of Glass’s role in establishing the “normalcy” of Recording 

Practice, see, for instance, Bill Brewster and Frank Boughton, Last Might A D J Saved My Life: 

the History o f the Disc Jockey. (New York: Grove Press, 2000), pp. 44-49.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-115-

preachers, recordings o f speeches given by p rom inen t politicians, and  num erous o ther 

“nonm usical” recordings. By 1892, in fact, the com pany boasted  a  catalogue well into 

the hundreds.

Allegedly, C olum bia’s success was one o f m any factors w hich coaxed Edison

back into the sound reproduction  m arket. It was (reportedly) extrem ely bothersom e for

Edison tha t som ebody else was profiting by a technology w hich he him self had  invented

bu t discarded as, in his own w ords, “a  m ere toy.” As M ark  C olem an  explains,

unlike the com puter m ogul Bill G ates 100 years later, Edison was no t interested 

in absorbing his com petitors; he w anted  to erase them . Edison declined any and 

all offers to m erge o r jo in  forces w ith o ther inventors. ‘Let the best one w in’ was 

his unw avering philosophy (Colem an 2003, 12).

In  1893, the oftentim es m ercurial inventor established the  Edison Phonograph  

C om pany as C olum bia’s prim ary  com petition. U nder the auspices o f this com pany, 

Edison m anaged  to reduce production costs for his phonographs, thereby  rendering  the 

heavily sought hom e m arket for R ecord ing  Practice at least econom ically feasible. T he  

com petition betw een Edison and  C olum bia did no t end a t stereo pricing, however. By 

1896, C olum bia had  boosted its catalogue to over one thousand  m usic recordings; no t 

to be outdone, Edison recorded and  released m usic recordings by “the m ost successful 

black recording artist a t the tim e,” G eorge W ashington Ju n io r , an d  a  slew o f  others 

(Garofolo 2002, 18). W ashington J r . posted two top selling m usic recordings for Edison 

w ith the unfortunately titled “W histling C oon” and  “T he  L aughing Song.” Even with 

its costs down and  the beginnings o f a star system in place, how ever, R ecord ing  

Practice, as a  m ode o f musical com m unications, w asn’t yet thriv ing inside n o r outside 

the home.
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Locked in heated  battle as they were, neither C olum bia n o r Edison seem ed to

notice w hen Em ile Berliner paten ted , first, the flat disc in 1887, and  then the

gram ophone in 1896. W hile Berliner is m ost often credited w ith having invented the flat

disc, he did not. T h e  flat disc was actually considered by Edison a  decade prior; Berliner

was simply first to follow through  on Edison’s rejected design. M oreover, Edison would

no t be the last to reject the flat disc design. W hen  he dem onstra ted  his “zinc flat disc”

to the Franklin Institu te in Philadelphia during Spring o f  1894, B erliner received only

looks o f consternation from  the crow d. N ot to be refused, how ever, and  having

prophesied during  th a t dem onstration “the ability to m ake an  unlim ited  num ber o f

copies from  a single m aster, the use o f discs for hom e en te rta inm en t on a mass scale,

and  a system o f royalty paym ents to artists derived from  the sale o f  discs,” Berliner

m ade good on his prom ise two years later (cited in G arofolo 2002, 19).

In  1896, having already paten ted  the g ram ophone earlier in the year, Berliner

paten ted  his m ethod  o f  using negative m aster discs (“stam pers”) “w hich w ere then

pressed into ebonite rubber biscuits to produce an  exact duplicate, o r ‘record ,’ o f  the

m aster” (Garofolo 2002, 19). A  short while later, Berliner replaced his rubber discs w ith

shellac 78 rpm  pressings, which w ould rem ain the industry standard  until the N orth

A m erican shellac shortages o f W orld  W ar II. Above all, how ever, B erliner’s

gram ophone system inaugurated  the synergy o f mass p roduction  w ith musical

com m unications w hich rem ains prevalent to this day, a t least in R ecord ing  Practice:

Berliner’s process allowed for the creation o f  a m aster recording. Eventually, 

this process led to the mass production o f  records: an  unlim ited  num ber o f 

gram ophone discs could be stam ped from  a single m aster recording. 

M anufacturing  an equal num ber o f Edison cylinders requ ired  a  bank  o f records 

and m any repeated  takes in the studio. It soon becam e a p p a ren t tha t m usicians 

and consum ers clearly preferred  discs (C olem an 2003, 13).
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By now, it is a com m onplace tha t music recordings are m ass p roduced  via 

industrial m eans and , thus, th a t those m eans in-and-of-them selves constitute properly 

“m usical” techniques. T h e  full in tegration o f  m usical com m unications w ith industrial 

mass production  for w hich Berliner provided the technical basis is such an orthodoxy by 

now that the vast m ajority  o f com m entators on R ecord ing  Practice seem  incapable o f 

seeing past the sound o f  m usic recordings to the industrial procedures w hich constitute 

tha t sound. Indeed , it is no t a cultural determ ination  th a t sound reproduction  becam e 

preem inent as a m eans o f  m usical com m unications, because it was the capacities o f 

sound reproduction  technology itself which determ ined  w hether o r no t such 

com m unications could exist as even ju st a  possibility. In  short, the limits o f  R ecording 

Practice rem ain  the limits o f sound reproduction  technology, no m atte r  in w hat service 

tha t technology is put, n o r by whom .

“S a m o j f i s m I n s tr u m e n ta l  R eason  in  C u ltu ra list R obes.

R ath e r th an  “cultural determ inism ,” as Brian W inston (2000) suggests, the

present objection to “technological determ inism ” m ight be m ore accurately  titled

“Sarnoffism.” A fter all, as I will now clarify, “cultural de term in ism ” rejects the notion

o f determ ination per se, no t simply the notion tha t technology is incapable  o f  effecting

determination(s). In  M cL uhan ’s words:

In accepting an  honorary  degree from  the U niversity o f N o tre  D am e a few years 

ago, G eneral D avid Sarnoff m ade this statem ent: ‘W e are  too prone to make 

technological instrum ents the scapegoats for the sins o f  those w ho wield them . 

T he products o f  m odern  science are not in them selves good o r bad; it is the way 

they are used th a t determ ines their value.’ T h a t is the voice o f  the curren t 

som nam bulism . Suppose we were to say, ‘Apple pie is in itself ne ither good nor
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bad; it is the w ay it is used tha t determ ines its value.’ O r, ‘T h e  smallpox virus 

is in itself ne ither good nor bad; it is the w ay it is used th a t determ ines its value.’ 

Again, ‘F irearm s are in themselves neither good n o r bad; it is the w ay they are 

used th a t determ ines their value.’ T h a t is, if the slugs reach  the right people, 

firearm s are good. I f  the T V  tube fires the right am m unition  at the right people 

it is good. I am  no t being perverse. T here  is simply no th ing  in the Sarnoff 

sta tem ent th a t will b ear scrutiny, for it ignores the nature o f the medium, o f  any and all 

media (M cL uhan 1964, 11-12; m y emphasis).

U ltim ately, Sarnoffism is a critique o f  “ technological determ inism ” launched 

from  the perspective o f instrum ental reason. It is, in o ther w ords, an  argum ent about 

w hat in actuality constitutes determination, w hether technological, cultural, ecological, 

biological, e tcetera. A ccording to the Sarnoffist, technologies are  instrum ents to an  end 

—  no m ore, no less. Thus, the Sarnoffist finally defines technology as any instrum ent 

o r thing which figures hum an  m otivation as a state o f w orldly affairs. Technology is, 

then, a  m eans o f  m astering and , in so doing, o f de term ining  na tu re , and  in the very 

m anner w hich E nlightenm ent proposed; th a t is, by, in the first instance, using 

technology —  w hether language, reason, scientific m ethod  or, in this case, sound 

reproduction technology —  to construe one’s Self as some thing capable o f dom inating 

natu re  and, so, as some thing which is “beyond” it. F u rtherm ore , this capacity to 

m aster and determ ine natu re  through technology together suggest, in the final instance, 

an ability to transcend na tu re  and , therethrough, determ ination .

Technology eventually crystallizes or em bodies h u m an ity ’s alleged capacity to 

transcend determ ination , according to the Sarnoffist. In  so doing, technology increases 

hum anity’s liberation  from  worldly fetters, depending  solely upon  how  it is used. In 

fact, all that technology can do to the m ind o f the Sarnoffist is increase the quantity  o f 

hum an  freedom s. V iewed in the long run, then , the Sarnoffist view o f  technology, no
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m atter how  m uch it supposedly protests E nlightenm ent reason, falls squarely w ithin an

E nlightenm ent Weltenschauung. T h a t is, Sarnoffism corresponds alm ost seamlessly with

w hat C harles T ay lor defines as a characteristically “instrum ental” notion  o f

hum anity ’s position in relation to determ ination. W ith  the em ergence o f Enlightenm ent

to the historical fore, according to Taylor,

a  new  notion o f objectivity rejected the recourse to final causes; it was 

m echanistic in the sense o f relying on efficient causation only. C onnected with 

this it was atom istic, in th a t it accounted for change in com plex things not by 

gestalt o r holistic properties, b u t ra ther by efficient causal relations am ong 

constituents. It tended  towards hom ogeneity  in th a t seem ingly qualitatively 

distinct things w ere to be explained as alternative constructions out o f the same 

basic constituents or basic principles.... T his science was m echanistic, atomistic, 

hom ogenizing, and  o f course saw the shape o f things as contingent (Taylor 

1978, 10).

In  this respect, Sarnoffism m ight ultim ately be viewed as a particu lar

m aterialization o f  th a t general “am algam ated an thropology” th rough  which

Enlightenm ent reason proposed to clarify and be tte r the situation o f  hum anity  in

relation to nature . A gain, according to Taylor:

E nlightenm ent evolved an anthropology w hich was an  am algam , no t entirely 

consistent, o f  two things: the notion o f self-defining subjectivity correlative to 

the new objectivity; and  the view o f  m an  as p a rt o f  na tu re , hence fully under the 

jurisdiction o f  this objectivity. These two aspects did no t always sit well 

together. T h ey  reinforced each o ther in support o f atom ism , an atomistic 

science o f na tu re  m atching a political theory  whose starting point was the 

individual in a state o f nature. But they seem ed to conflict on  an  issue like tha t 

o f determ inism , for exam ple, w here the freedom  o f  m an  as subject seem ed 

com prom ised by the strict causal necessity under w hich he lay as part o f nature . 

A nd this was reflected in diverging notions o f  the relevance o f  nature to practical 

reason (Taylor 1978, 10).
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“S a r n o f f i s m M o r a l  D ile m m a /R a n d o m  Agency.

For the Sarnoffist, the m ost egregious problem  w ith technological determ inism  

has noth ing  to  do w ith its accuracy nor its inheren t logical consistency. R ather, from  

the perspective o f  Sarnoffism, technological determ inism  is morally flawed. A ccording to 

Brian W inston, for exam ple, technological determ inism  is p rob lem atic  for no o ther 

reason than  th a t it “implies we are helpless ra th e r than  th a t we can adap t and  use 

technology for ou r own freely determ ined  purposes” (W inston 2000, 800). U ltim ately, 

for the Sarnoffist, technological determ inism  should be d iscarded as an analytic tool 

because:

It tends to present us as being com paratively im potent, as m alleable 

consum ers, unthinking and unprotesting, in the face o f  m edia technology 

pow er.... D raw ing attention to the ways in which society constantly  conditions 

technological developm ents.... gives us the pow er to evaluate technologies to 

understand  tha t we are not in the grip o f forces totally beyond our control 

(W inston 2000, 801).

In  an  ironic twist, the Sarnoffist here  ra ther unreflexively enacts, precisely as he 

denounces, the technological determ inist’s claim  that the efficacies and  agencies o f 

technology itself are param oun t to understanding  w hat it can  be used to achieve. For 

instance, W inston neglects to explain w hy his polem ic against technological 

determ inism  takes the scholarly essay from  ra th e r than , say, th a t o f  a  m usic recording 

or a  comic book. N or does he explain w hy he chose to exploit typographic p rin t to 

dissem inate his views and  not, say, cuneiform  and  clay tablets. In  short, W inston 

exploits certain technologies for the discursive agencies they furnish and  for the 

scholarly au thority  they connote —  a  “m essage” which M arshall M cL uhan  and  m any 

other so-called technological determ inists have taken ex trem e m easures to debunk  —  

precisely as he argues technology per se to be neutral and  transparen t, expressive only o f
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the “contents” w ith w hich they are encoded and  which they claim  reaches decoders 

uninfluenced by the very th ing th a t frames and  facilitates such en /decod ing .

In  fact, in his zeal to d iscount w hat he describes as the outmoded interpretive 

fram e o f  technological determ inism , W inston answers the question “how are m edia 

born?” by trivializing the influence m edia exert over the very contex t o f  their 

innovation. H e claims, negatively, th a t social actors are capable o f  conditioning 

technological developm ents and  no t the o ther w ay around, yet offers no th ing  in support 

bu t w hat am oun t to articles o f  faith concerning hum an  natu re . A fter all, if technological 

determ inism  is w rong or, a t best, outm oded because, in W inston ’s words, “it tends to 

present us as being com paratively im potent, as m alleable consum ers, unthinking and 

unprotesting, in the face o f m edia  technology pow er,” hum ans m ust surely be by nature 

free. As such, they m ust be, from  the very first, m asters o f their ow n fate, thinking and 

protesting, and  rationally  derisive o f any determ ination  (but th a t they are rationally 

derisive o f any determ ination , o f  course). Indeed , the Sarnoffist’s m oral objection to 

technological determ inism  ultim ately assumes (i) tha t agency exists, (ii) th a t it is a 

source of, according to W inston, “free determ ination ,” and  (iii) th a t it constitutes a 

fundam ental constituent o f the hum an  condition and, thus, an  inalienable com ponent of 

hum an  nature (even if the Sarnoffist typically considers ju s t the no tion  o f  a  shared 

“hum an n a tu re ,” o r o f  a shared “hum anity ,” anathem a, because it has been 

problem atically construed in the past).

In m aking these assum ptions, Sarnoffism ultim ately falls victim  to the 

contradiction w hich C harles T ay lo r identifies a t the core o f  E n ligh tenm en t reason’s 

“am algam ated anthropology.” Sarnoffism m aintains, re tu rn ing  to  T ay lo r’s 

comm ents, “the notion o f  self-defining subjectivity,” bu t precisely as it m aintains “a 

view o f m an as p a rt o f na tu re , hence fully under [its] ju risd ic tion” (Taylor 1978, 10). In
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agreeing to  this paradox , albeit implicitly, Sarnoffism ultim ately reshapes social actors 

into helpless au tom ata  stripped o f the very agency they w ould (re)assign them . For an 

agent to  qualify as such, they must have a viable set o f options from  w hich and, 

crucially, accord ing  to w hich they choose. As D om inique L ecourt explains, “the 

conditions determ ining.... the m odalities o f  ou r developm ent as subjects.... are 

inseparable from ” those m odalities (Lecourt 2001, 96).

Sim ply assum ing agency, as the Sarnoffist m ust, does no t provide people any 

m aterial m eans by w hich to structure and  constitute them selves as agents. T hereby, 

an assum ed agency strips people o f th a t capacity. Short o f  solipsism, w ithout a priori 

structures to both  enable and  limit their decision, and w ithout the m aterial m eans by 

which to enact the decision they m ake such as, for exam ple, the techniques which 

technology em bodies, people simply enact a  series o f random  activities. In  turn , 

granted only this “ran d o m  agency,” they em erge as victim s o f  the very  “unthinking 

and unprotesting,” ultim ately subjugated fate from  w hich W inston  an d  like-m inded 

Sarnoffists w ould alleviate them ; tha t is, people can only be seen to enact subjugation 

to the sublim e structure o f  chaos no m atter w hat they do.

“S arnoffists” D iv id e  a n d  C onquer Technological D e term in ism .

As a counterm easure  against technological determ inism , m any  Sarnoffists 

attem pt to “divide and  conquer” the m ode, as it were. R o b ert L. H eilb roner, for 

exam ple, proposes a “soft” application o f  the m ode to social study, the idea being “to 

relegate technology from  an undeserved position o fprimum mobile in history to tha t o f  a 

m ediating factor, bo th  acted  upon by and  acting on the body  o f  society.... no t to write
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off its influence b u t only to specify its m ode o f operation w ith g reater precision” 

(H eilbroner 1967, 344-345). R elated  to this, M errit R oe Sm ith discerns a  “soft view” of 

technological determ inism  which, to her m ind, “holds th a t technological change drives 

social change b u t a t the sam e tim e responds discrim inately to social pressures” ; and  a 

“hard  view, w hich perceives technological developm ent as an  autonom ous force, 

com pletely independen t o f social constraints” (Smith 1995, 2). T hom as P. H ughes 

locates tru th  claim s concerning technology’s capacity to shape the social contexts o f its 

innovation an d  deploym ent “som ew here between the poles” o f  “soft” and  “h a rd ” 

technological determ inism  (Hughes 1995, 101).

O n  a  b ro ad e r level, Bruce B im ber posits three p rim ary  strains o f  technological 

determ inism  in tw entieth  century  social study. B im ber term s the first “T h e  N orm ative 

A pproach .” A ccording to Bim ber, this approach  considers technology as “autonom ous 

and  determ inistic” and  “the norm s by w hich it is advanced” excisable “from  political 

and ethical discourse,” such tha t the “goals o f  efficiency o r productiv ity” which often 

guide the process o f devising technologies em erge as no th ing  b u t “surrogates for value- 

based debates over m ethods, alternatives, m eans, and ends; this is technological 

determ inism ’s m ost fam iliar face” (Bimber 1995, 82). T h e  next approach  is w hat 

Bim ber term s “T h e  N om onological A pproach .” This “ap p ro a c h ” constitutes the 

“analytic ph ilosopher’s version” o f technological determ inism  to B im ber’s m ind, and 

am ounts ultim ately to a “claim.... that technology itself exercises causal influence on 

social practice” (Bim ber 1995, 83). O nly this account, B im ber claim s, is “truly 

technologically determ inistic” (Bimber 1995, 89). Finally, B im ber identifies an 

“U nin tended  C onsequences A pproach ,” w hich “focuses on the unan tic ipated  effects o f 

technological developm ents” and  uses these to claim  technology as:
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a t least partially  autonom ous. Technological developm ents have a  role in 

de term in ing  social outcom es tha t is beyond h um an  control.... U nin tended  

C onsequences accounts posit no specific cultural o r social practice tha t produces 

the  effects o f  technology;. T he  focus is on the ability to know  com pletely the 

consequences o f  technological choices (Bim ber 1995, 85-86).

M errit R oe Sm ith adds two m ore “approaches” to B im ber’s inventory. T h e  first 

“app roach” m ight be called “T he  W eberian /E llu lian  ‘Iron  C age’ A pproach .”

A ccording to Sm ith, this “approach” follows Jacques E llul’s (1964) definition of 

technology as em bodied  “technique.... as a highly rational, a ll-em bracing governing 

force” over h um an  behavior, m uch like a W eberian  “iron cage” (Sm ith 1995, 31). T he 

other “ap p ro ach ” m ight simply be term ed “T h e  W innerian  N om ological A pproach ,” 

which defines technology according to Langdon W in n e r’s (1977) conception o f it as an 

“erratic  and  volatile phenom enon, as unpredictable as earthquakes and  equally as 

destructive to h u m an  affairs” (Smith 1995, 31).

A gain, all o f  these “approaches” reduce to a  single, basic proposition, namely, 

tha t some thing called “technology” bears social efficacy. T h is identified, Sarnoffists 

tu rn  the proposition upside-down, advancing a basic, uniform  proposition  o f their own: 

some thing called “technology” lacks social efficacy. Seldom , how ever, is any rationale 

offered as to  w hy technology should be understood to lack social efficacy. In  fact, m ost 

often, Sarnoffist com m entary  tends to deploy a n u m b er o f  b inary  oppositions in lieu o f 

argum entation , discrediting ra ther than  falsifying technological determ inism ’s claims 

(and, in so doing, caricaturing the latter). T he  m ost prevalent o f these binaries m ight be 

grouped as follows:

1). monistic/varied, reductive/complex, complete/incomplete, easy/difficult, decadent/ascetic. 

T o  Leo M arx ’s m ind, “technological determ inism ” offers only a  “m onocausal
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explanation for the genesis o f the presum ed determ inative pow er o f  a technical 

innovation” —  a  pow er which he presum es as well, simply as never present —  

an d  should be tem pered  by “a  far m ore various and  com plex social, econom ic, 

political and  cultural m atrix” (M arx 1995, xiii). As such, according to T im othy  

T ay lor, technological determ inism  am ounts to no th ing  m ore th an  a  “simplistic 

no tion” (Taylor 2001, 26). T hus, it is “a  m ore com plete explanation of 

technological change in m odern  tim es” than  technological determ inism  can offer 

w hich is required , according to Bill Bulliet (Bulliet 1995, 215). This, of 

course, requires a certain  am ount o f  sacrifice on the p a rt o f  com m entators, 

according to Bulliet. After all, as M errit R oe Sm ith  w onders, “w ho am ong us 

w ould deny th a t it is easy to be draw n into technology-driven explanations o f 

cultural and  historical process?” (Smith 1995, 35). Finally, then , technological 

determ inism  is “decaden t” and  dangerously “seductive,” while Sarnoffism is 

“ascetic” if no t A cquinian, in th a t the latter positions itself as a system of 

interpretive behavior which sets its practitioners free from  technological 

determ inism ’s worldly illusion.

2). nonacademic/academic, intruder/member, dangerous/safe, pernicious/altruistic. Even if 

“students o f  technology have laboured  assiduously to com plicate” the 

“simplistic no tion” o f social change which, according to T im othy  T aylor, 

technological determ inism  presents, “it is nonetheless the case tha t this rem ains 

a  salient view point outside o f the academ y” (Taylor 2001, 26). Indeed, as Bruce 

B im ber explains, “the value o f forcing technological determ inism  to retreat.... 

m ay be th a t we are finally able to dispense with it as an in tru d er into the 

discussion o f  the history o f  technology” (Bimber 1995, 99-100). This “ in tru d e r”
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or “outsider” is, in fact, supposedly the “m ost pernicious” o f  all interpretive 

m odes, because it m akes its m ost basic proposition explicit: that, again 

according to T aylor, “technology changes us, perhaps m ore than  we change it” 

(Taylor 2001, 26). “As m oths to a flam e, we find ourselves continually 

a ttrac ted  to its alluring b u t dangerous glow,” Sm ith w arns (Smith 1995, 35).

T he  Sarnoffist response is not to coun ter th rough  argum enta tion , however.

H ere, Sarnoffism  openly seeks to advance an  in junction against technological 

determ inism  in academ ic discourse, to intentionally ren d er it a “subjugated 

know ledge,” an  inaccurate, “pernicious,” “dangerous” and  “in trud ing” voice in 

(properly “academ ic”) discourse abou t technology.

3). antiquated/new, Postmodem/Modem, “green”/ “veteran.” Echoing the basic, 

uniform  proposition o f  Sarnoffism, not to m ention its ja rg o n , Philip Scranton 

claims th a t “no technological teleology is feasible” to  account for hum an ity ’s 

historical developm ent (Scranton 1995, 168). Instead, Scran ton  continues,

“m ore m odest efforts to unravel conjunctural com plexities replete w ith 

productive com plem entarities and dispiriting antagonism s.... provide[s] the best 

venues for shrugging off old myths and  au thoring  new  ones for o u r tim e” 

(Scranton 1995, 168). T his m ust be a  call to re tu rn  to so-called M odernist 

academ icism , as the “casting o ff’ o f an tiquated  conjecture in favor o f “new 

ones” constitutes, in S cran ton ’s own words, “som ething th a t has ever been the 

historian’s task” (Scranton 1995, 168). Jean-F ran^o is L yotard  concurs. T o  his 

m ind, in fact, the so-called Postm odern condition is, in its entirety , econom ically 

and technologically determ ined, “an  effect o f the blossom ing o f  techniques and 

technologies since the Second W orld W ar, which has shifted em phasis from  the
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ends o f action to its m eans; it can  also be seen as an  effect o f  the redeploym ent 

o f  advanced liberal capitalism  after its re trea t under the protection o f 

K eynesianism  during  the period 1930-60, a  renew al th a t has elim inated the 

com m unist alternative and  valorized the individual en joym ent o f goods and  

services” (Lyotard 2000, 167).

In  fact, according to L yotard, analysts m ust be careful no t to assume the 

em pirical veracity  o f technological determ inist claims abou t how  society 

develops lest they forfeit critical understanding  o f  technology’s and capitalist 

econom y’s determ ination  o f “Postm odernity” in favor o f reproducing  these 

determ inations as knowledge abou t H istory (which, o f  course, nonetheless 

assumes a priori the em pirical veracity o f  technological determ inist claims abou t 

society, specifically, as tha t which m ust be directly countered by social study). 

F u rtherm ore, according to R osalind W illiams, technological determ inism  is 

appealing m ostly to “a freshm an” due to its “simplistic an d  universalizing 

determ inism ” (Williams 1995, 235). H ere, again, Sarnoffism  does no t claim  to 

falsify technological determ inism . It simply claims to co u n te r its “freshm an” 

appeal, even if  only through conscious regression to p reced ing  discursive m odes 

such as, for exam ple, high-M odernist aesthetic innovation.

Indeed, for all its claims to g reater accuracy, Sarnoffism  seem s capable only o f 

m ocking o r defam ing such concepts as, for exam ple, Neil P ostm an’s “Frankenstein 

Syndrom e” and  O . B. H ard ison  J r . ’s “technological expressivity.” Y et the notion tha t 

technology influences how  people routinely do and  consider things is no t so far fetched 

as these com m entators m ight like to believe. C onsider, for instance, an  autom obile.

Each autom obile objectifies the technique o f converting o r transducing  crude energy into
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an increased capacity  to travel distance over tim e. W henever a  person drives —

w hether it be to  visit M om  in the next state, a w orkday com m ute o r simply to enjoy the

increasingly lost a rt o f  Sunday driving —  they m ake creative use o f  th a t technique.

F urtherm ore , it is the car itself which determ ines th a t road  should be driven and

not, say, trenches, even if  it is people w ho m ake roads and  determ ine w hich specific

m aterials should be required  to do so (i.e., asphalt, granite, gravel o r wood). As cars

becom e increasingly affordable and , so, increasingly bough t and  sold, system atization

o f their use becom es collaterally necessary to control the ebb  and  flow o f traffic both

within and  betw een cities, o r so the argum ent runs. Stop signs, traffic lights, speed

limits —  a  kind o f  g ram m ar for autom obility is erected  along  roadw ays such that how

and w here one should drive is already determ ined  well before they ever get behind  the

wheel o f  a  car to drive. Consequently,

a m an  w ho travels by autom obile to a d istant place chooses his route from 

highw ay m aps. Tow ns, lakes and m ountains appear as obstacles to be 

bypassed. T h e  countryside is shaped and organized by the highway.... A nd all 

this is indeed  for his benefit, safety and comfort; he receives w hat he wants. 

Business, technics, hum an  needs and  natu re  are w elded together into one 

rational and  expedient m echanism . H e will far best w ho follows its directions [,] 

subord inating  his spontaneity to the anonym ous w isdom  th a t ordered  

everything a round  him  (M arcuse 1990, 143).

A N A SA  space shuttle dem onstrates this on a  b ro ad e r scale. Before inventing 

the space shuttle, hum anity  could only im agine itself a species o f organism  capable o f 

physically exiting e a rth ’s orbit. This collective fantasy played a key role in the so-called 

“Cold W ar” betw een A m erica and Russia during  the 1950s and  1960s, the race to 

launch a m an  in to  orb it treated  by both  countries as a w ay to dem onstrate  the technical 

superiority o f  their respective m odes o f production over the other.
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As everyone knows, Russia won the race; they launched  Sputn ik  1 on 4 O ctober 

1957. A m erica  coun tered  by extending the finish line to a double-or-noth ing  ja u n t on 

the m oon. W hen  a  crew  o f A m erican astronauts landed  on  the lu n ar surface a t next 

decade’s end , lunar trekking was no longer a  fantasy bu t a reality for hum anity.

A m erica m ay have used the success o f landing on the m oon to claim  an  ideological 

victory for capitalism  over Soviet com m unism , b u t its ram ifications accrued for all 

hum anity. O nce the technology was invented for people to walk the  m oon, people 

could never again  wonder w hat it m ight be for a m an  to play golf while the earth  looms 

overhead. W e becam e a global species, then, the richer o f  us capable o f  treading  and, in 

so doing, o f  conceptually  colonizing the m oon.

Indeed, as bo th  an identification and a (putative) refu tation  o f one way of 

thinking abou t culture and  cultural developm ent, Sarnoffism  simply cannot address 

technology as a thing itself, though it insists by way o f  its m ost basic proposition tha t 

technology is indeed  a thing (specifically, it is a thing w hich lacks social efficacy). As 

such, it m ay be necessary to, in B ertrand Russell’s words, “propose for the reader’s 

favorable consideration a  doctrine which m ay.... appear wildly paradoxical and 

subversive” in relation  to Sarnoffism, nam ely, “th a t it is undesirable to believe a 

proposition w hen there is no ground w hatever for supposing it tru e” (Russell 1928, 1). 

Sarnoffism simply “supposes it true” tha t the relation betw een technology and  its users 

is “com plicated ,” and  tha t technological determ inism  does n o t believe the same. 

Furtherm ore, Sarnoffists typically treat this “com plexity” m onistically, as though it 

were som ething w hich always eludes a singular explanation. U ltim ately, for the 

Sarnoffist, technology exists as an instrum ent to  an  end  (i.e., read ing  this dissertation 

and  hearing it recited are, for all intents and purposes, fundam entally  the same). 

How ever, as even D aniel C handler is willing to concede, “ it is a  g rea t m istake to ju m p
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from  the conclusion th a t the relationship betw een technology an d  society is no t simple 

to the conclusion th a t the use o f a particu lar technology in a specific context has no 

consequence at all” (C handler 2004, 15).

R econsideration o f w hat is and  w hat is no t a  technologically determ ined  reading 

o f  culture and  technology is in order. N ot every account o f technology which sees it to 

shape hum anity  in any m anner bu t instrum entally  should be im m ediately identified as 

a technological determ inism , and  sum m arily dismissed. M oreover, no th ing  yet has 

been w ritten w hich disproves the m ost basic proposition o f  technological determ inism  

once and  for all. T h e  claim  for social efficacy w ith regards to technology is m ost often 

simply discredited th rough  resort to long-standing binaries for discrediting claims to 

knowledge, or it is coun tered  by the im m anently  contrad ictory  logic o f  Sarnoffism, 

which confirm s th rough  its m ost basic proposition the technological determ inist’s m ost 

fundam ental claim , albeit in inverse form . In  fact, nobody denies th a t some thing called 

“technology” exists, n o r th a t it bears social efficacy, even if  only as an  instrum ent to an 

end. T his makes technological determ inists o f everyone.

M cLuhan  & D eterm in ism .

M cL uhan was neither a  technological determ inist in the Sarnoffist sense, no r 

was he a  Sarnoffist (obviously). In  M cL uhan’s account, those w ho use m edia to 

com m unicate are no t so m uch determ ined  as they are duped  by w hat he calls the 

“messages” o f m edia. In fact, M cL uhan explicitly w arns his readers th a t to consider 

technology a fully autonom ous entity, which, as W inston notes, constitutes a defining 

characteristic o f “ technological determ inism ” according to its p resent critics, is 

negligent. “As long as we adopt the Narcissus a ttitude o f  regard ing  the extensions o f
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our own bodies [read: technology] as really out there and really independen t o f us,”

M cL uhan explains, “we will m eet all technological challenges w ith the sam e sort of

banana-skin  p irouette  and  collapse” (M cLuhan 1964/2003, 74).

M oreover, according to Sarnoffism, for a  view o f culture to qualify as

“technologically determ ined” o r “technologically determ in ing ,” change can only

happen  if people devise, re-devise o r discard a technology altogether —  none o f which

M cL uhan ever advised. H e simply argued  th a t everyone was capable o f ascertaining

the social ram ifications o f  m edia if  only they w ere offered the righ t guidance and, thus,

th a t policies governing the use o f m edia m ight be devised. Indeed , M cL uhan ’s ultim ate

claim  about technology and  the m edia was m uch m ore straightforw ard than  it is

currently  treated. T o  his m ind, the social efficacy o f m edia is far m ore significant and

com plicated than  can be accounted  for by any overly reductive explanation which

focuses solely on “con ten t” w ithout considering how every m edium  in the first instance

constitutes and  imposes a set o f  lim itations over which “contents” are  achievable by it.

In  fact, M cL uhan ’s point in stating th a t “the m edium  is the m essage” was no t a

m etaphysical one, as W inston and  his Sarnoffist colleagues im ply, so m uch as it was a

perhaps overstated assertion concerning m ethodology, proffered a t a  tim e w hen the

discipline o f M edia Studies was still locked in often heated  debate  over w hat should

constitute its scope and aims. “It is only too typical tha t the ‘co n ten t’ o f  any m edium

blinds us to the character o f the m edium ,” M cL uhan  writes:

T he electric light escapes attention as a  com m unication  m ed ium  ju st because it 

has no ‘con ten t.’ And this makes it an invaluable instance o f  how people fa il  to study media a 

all. For it is no t till the electric light is used to spell ou t som e b ran d  nam e th a t it 

is noticed as a  m edium . T h en  it is no t the light b u t the ‘con ten t’ (or w hat is 

really ano ther m edium  [read: the phonetic  alphabet]) th a t is noticed. T he  

message o f electric light is like the message o f  electric pow er in industry, totally
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radical, pervasive and  decentralized. For electric light an d  pow er are separate 

from  their uses, yet they elim inate tim e and space factors in  hum an  association 

exactly as do radio , telegraph, telephone, and  T V ” (M cL uhan 1964, 9).

Indeed, in his in troduction  to The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962), M cL uhan  explicitly 

opposes technological determ inism , and precisely as Sarnoffism  presently  construes it.

In  M cL uhan ’s w ords, “far from  being determ inistic.... the p resen t study [read: The 

Gutenberg Galaxy] will, it is hoped, elucidate a  principal factor in social change which m ay 

lead to a genuine change in h um an  autonom y” (M cLuhan 1962, 99). In  his highly 

influential The Medium is the Massage (1967), published only five years later, M cL uhan 

goes further, w riting in the very text to which com m entators w ho charge him  with 

“technological determ in ism ” m ost often refer, tha t “ there is absolutely no inevitability so long 

as there is a  willingness to contem plate w hat is happen ing” (M cL uhan 1967/1996, 25). 

Such hum anistic sen tim ent hard ly  becom es the role o f “apolitical im becile” or 

“technological to ta lita rian” in w hich M cL uhan is now  so often cast. In  light o f those 

who overlook o r d iscount these claims, or w ho argue tha t M cL u h an ’s b roader 

theorizations do n o t ob tain  w ith his expressed aims, I am  rem inded  o f  D om inique 

Lecourt’s defense o f  M ichel Foucault: “But a t least they are p resen ted  as analyses 

designed to m ake us think, no t as the justification o f  an ethic to be adhered  to ” (Lecourt 

2001,97).

T h a t being said, there is a m ore general problem atic w ith  M cL u h an ’s 

theorizations w hich needs addressing. W hile few m ight disagree w ith  the general thrust 

o f M cL uhan’s claim  that, for exam ple, “in teriorization o f the technology o f  the phonetic  

alphabet translate [s] m an  from  the m agical w orld o f  the ea r to the  neu tral visual 

w orld” —  that is, th a t the em ergence o f phonetic literacy p rec ip ita ted  a  shift from  an 

oral to a literate com m unications paradigm  w hich undoubtedly  achieves as it is
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achieved by the ocularcentrism  o f Enlightenm ent practice an d  though t —  it is the racial 

narrative o f  cu ltural evolution in which M cL uhan grounds his claims tha t proves 

problem atic (M cLuhan 1962, 113). Lor M cL uhan, “literate m an ” was white, W estern 

and, as a  rule, bourgeois. “O ra l” or “acoustic m an ,” ou t o f  w hich “literate m an ” 

evolved, was racially O th er, and  not yet developed enough to  w arran t his 

categorization accord ing  to  class. As Eric Leigh Schm idt explains, “M cL uhan m ade 

Africa his im aginary  for constructing th rough” —  literally, a  —  “black-and-w hite 

contrast a sense o f  w hat m odern  Europeans and  N orth  A m ericans w ere at their 

epistemic core” (Schm idt 2003, 46). Racially and socially O th e red  hum anity  was thus 

shaped by M cL uhan  into the negative instance o f  “literate m an ,” w ho inhabits 

“civilized” W estern  o r Euclidean space w herein “space and  reason seem  to be uniform , 

connected and  stable” (M cLuhan 1962, 7). C onstrued as such, “ literate m an ” becom es 

the negative instance o f  “acoustic m an ” who was em bodied  for M cL uhan  by, for 

example, “A frican audiences [who] cannot accept our [read: the w hite W esterner’s] 

passive consum er role in the presence o f  film” (M cLuhan 1962, 113).

U ltim ately, then , M cL uhan had  it that, as Schm idt explains, “we look” while 

“they listen” (Schm idt 2003, 47). O f  course, neither “we” n o r “they” exist except as 

conceptual categories. T h a t M cL uhan extended these conceptual categories to account 

for the apperception  o f  putative races (rather than , say, th a t o f  nations o r classes or 

sexually-preferenced genders o f people, all o f  which can be equally  prescriptive 

assertions) is dem onstrab le  in the following passage, taken from  War and Peace in the 

Global Village (1968):

W hen the electric age began to be felt during  and  after the  Lirst W orld W ar, the 

w orld o f  N egro jazz  welled up to conquer the w hite. J a z z  was a  N egro product 

because it is directly related to speech rhythm s ra th e r  th an  to any prin ted  page
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o r score. Prim itive, tactile a rt and kinetically charged rhythm s in m usic and 

pain ting  alike are the norm al m odes o f  any non-literate [read: nonwhite] world 

(M cL uhan 1968, 24-45).

Y et a  synthesis, “retribalized m an ,” was already em erging from  M cL uhan’s

dialectic o f  hum an ity  by the late 1960s. In  his words, “civilization is entirely the

p roduct o f  phonetic  literacy, and  as it dissolves w ith the electronic revolution, we

rediscover a tribal, integral awareness tha t m anifests itself in a  com plete shift in our

sensory lives” (M cLuhan 1967, 24-25). In  fact, to M cL uhan ’s m ind, “the new  electronic

in terdependence recreates the w orld in the im age o f  a global village” (M cLuhan 1962,

127). T h a t is, M cL uhan  argued that Schm idt’s “we” w ere becom ing “they” again.

O nly  “they” w ere being forced by electronic m edia  back into the properly  “ tribal”

quarters from  w hence they had  em erged, these quarters now  expanded  by electronic

com m unications m achines to global proportions (hence a  “global village”).

T h e  O rientalism  inheren t in this form ulation was n o t lost upon M cLuhan. It

was, in fact, cen tral to his understanding o f the hybrid  o f E astern  and  W estern

sensibilities w hich “ retribalized m an ” concretized. In his ow n words,

electric circuitry is O rientalizing the W est. T h e  contained , the distinct, the 

separate —  our W estern legacy —  are  being  replaced by the flowing, the unified, 

the fused.... O urs is a brand-new  w orld o f  allatonceness. ‘T im e’ has ceased, 

‘space’ has vanished. W e now live in a global village....a sim ultaneous 

happening. W e are back in acoustic space. W e have begun again to structure 

the prim ord ial feeling, the tribal em otions from  w hich  a  few centuries o f  literacy 

divorced us (M cLuhan 1967, 145).

W hile m any  currently  reference M cL uhan ’s assertion o f  a “global village” as 

one o f his m ore giddy celebrations o f electronic m edia w ithout explicitly addressing the 

narrative in w hich he grounds his claims, M cL uhan  was in fact troubled  by the
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em ergence o f  this “village.” H e foresaw certain  potentially catastrophic  scenarios such 

as, for exam ple, apocalypse in the guise o f W orld  W ar III, or the m utually assured 

destruction o f the Soviet-A m erican arm s race, as effectible by such a spatio-tem porally 

com pressed circum stance as a “global village” w ould be. In  M cL u h an ’s words, “unless 

aw are o f  this dynam ic, we shall a t once m ove into a phase o f  pan ic  terrors, exactly 

befitting a  small w orld o f tribal drum s, total in terdependence, and  superim posed 

coexistence” (M cLuhan 1962, 32). Again, while it w ould n o t be unreasonable to 

speculate th a t it was a  regression to racially O th ered  circum stances abou t which 

M cL uhan actually fretted here (that M cL uhan sought to, in his ow n words, “stay the 

return to the Africa w ith in” with w hich he saw electronic m edia th rea ten  the West) 

M cL uhan’s “retribalized m an ” was post- ra the r th an  ̂ re-literate, m ean ing  that 

“ retribalized m an ” represented for him  no t so m uch a regression as progress per se 

(M cLuhan 1962, 139). Indeed, “post-literacy is a quite different m ode of 

in terdependence from  pre-literacy,” M cL uhan explains (M cL uhan 1962, 46).

Furtherm ore, it was not anything like a  loss o f racial supremacy which M cL uhan  

sought to “stay” so m uch as it was the com ing o f  potentially apocalyptic times ahead  

for all o f  hum anity. R a th e r th an  any so-called “N ew  T im es” scenario —  ra the r th an  

succum bing to the seductive pull o f  w hat G rah am  G ood calls “Presentism  [:].... the 

belief in the prim acy o f the present and the refusal to be guided by a  vision either o f  the 

past o r o f the fu ture” —  M cL uhan saw electronic m edia as p rophetic  o f a potentially  

catastrophic End T im es ahead (Good 2001, 63). T his is perhaps indicative o f  his 

distrust for the kinds o f so-called “N ew  H istoricism ” eventually m odeled by the likes o f 

M ichel Foucault and  H . A ram  Veseer. E nd T im es presum es an  explicit teleology, after 

all. In  any event, by no m eans innocent, M cL uhan ’s theorizations nevertheless rem ain
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m uch subtler th an  casting them  as only a  kind o f phenom enological eugenics accounts 

for, even if  they  do read  as a highly contentious “theory  o f  the races” too often for 

comfort.

W ithou t apologizing for the racist narrative in whose service M cL uhan 

construes and  deploys his b roader phenom enology o f m edia  practice (indeed, it would 

be m uch b e tte r to simply drop  it, since it is no t essential), there is still room  to argue 

th a t his m edia phenom enology retains its relevance. I w ould simply am end  it by 

expressing m y agreem ent w ith M cL uhan th a t there are people w ho reject the 

“messages” o f  m edia (i.e., w hat M cL uhan calls “ rearview  m irrorists” such as, to nam e 

an extrem e exam ple, the U nibom ber) and  add  th a t it is far m ore th an  likely that 

som ething o th er than  o n e’s ethnicity plays the key role in  enabling  this. M cL uhan ’s 

overarching m axim  th a t “a  theory  o f  cultural change” (which, for how ever m any critics 

claim  the opposite, is precisely w hat M cL uhan struggled to construct) “is impossible 

w ithout knowledge o f  the changing sense ratios effected by various [media] ” seems 

m uch less problem atic in this respect (M cLuhan 1962, 137). Even if it is no t entirely 

m ethodologically sound, this m axim  represents a t least an  in triguing possibility for 

how a culturally astute study o f m edia practice such as R ecord ing  Practice m ight 

proceed.

“C arceral” C /cu ltu re , S /se lf-S overeign , S / s e l f  -A utonom ous S u b jec tiv ity .

It m ay be, in fact, th a t M cL uhan ’s theorizations are  d isturbing to present 

com m entators, and  thus w orthy o f ridicule and  scorn ra th e r th an  reasoned  engagem ent, 

because they “disturb” the im age o f self-sovereign o r self-autonom ous subjectivity 

which has recently achieved currency in scholarship o f culture, albeit in heavily
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mystified guise, given the present hegem ony o f so-called “Postm odern” m etaphysics

over the intellectual m arketplace. G raham  G ood sum m arizes the base tenets o f this

line o f reasoning, collecting its various strands together u nder the rubric  “T h e  New

Sectarianism ” in a sum m ary w hich is w orth reproducing here  in full:

‘New sectarianism ’ divides people into dem ographic groups by race, gender, and  

o ther factors, and  treats them  as group m em bers ra th e r th an  as individuals. 

Subsequently, tru th  is seen either as an  outdated  concep t o r as a  function o f who 

is speaking: a  person’s credibility depends on the status o f  his o r her group. All 

propositions are seen as ideological, as advancing the interests o f  a  group. 

K now ledge is equated  w ith power. O bjectivity and  disinterest are dismissed as 

pretences concealing the motives o f the knower (G ood 2001, 4).

Consequently, G ood  continues:

New Sectarianism ” is characterizeable by a “rejection o f  individuality in favour 

o f group identities.... [such that] support for o n e’s read ing  is no longer obtained  

by evidence b u t from  the citation o f canonical nam es and  cu rren t term s. T hese 

sources provide the concepts that are then  applied to the tex t in a kind o f 

superim position. T h e  theoretical ideas are privileged and  are  no t corrected  o r 

m odified by the text. In  o ther words, the secondary texts (critical) have becom e 

prim ary, and  the p rim ary  texts (literary) have becom e secondary. B ut no 

worthw hile criticism  has ever come from  simply applying a  theory  to a  text.

W hat results is simply a case study, no t the record  o f  one individual’s reception 

and in terp re ta tion  o f an o th er’s work (Good 2001, 62).

As G ood has it, “N ew  Sectarianism ” ultim ately works to construe w hat he 

considers a  “carcera l” (a “prison-like” or a “prisoner’s”) view o f  cu ltu re  and  hum anity. 

C iting Clifford G eertz, S tephen G reenblatt and  the later M ichel Foucault as exem plary 

o f the “carceral” in terpretive trad ition  —  Foucault, in fact, proposes the term  in 

Discipline and Punish (1995) —  G ood notes tha t each o f these theorists and  their present
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followers tend  to  posit “cu lture” as an ever expanding technology for constraining 

people ra th e r than  as a m eans for them  to achieve some kind o f  m eaningful 

individuation. F u rtherm ore , com m entators who subscribe to  the “carceral” vision o f 

culture and  hum an ity  tend  to see “culture” in everyone and  everything, such tha t the 

term  itself becom es m eaningless as an identification (even the  anthropological sense 

distinguishes betw een activities which are and are no t properly  “cu ltu ral” such as, for 

exam ple, no ting  daylight somehow, distinguishing betw een accidental death  and 

m urder, falling ill, b rea th ing  and  experiencing pulm onary  diffusion, etc.). “T he 

expansion o f  the notion  o f  culture to cover everything w ithin a  given society, w hether 

political, econom ic, artistic or legal, leads to the im age o f  culture as inescapably 

controlling,” G ood  writes. “T hus, culture is som ething a lready  given, no t som ething to 

be a tta ined  by an  effort [at] self-cultivation” (Good 2001, 80). In  tu rn , return ing  to 

T erry  Eagleton, it becomes:

C ulture, no t G od  or N ature, which is the foundation  o f  the w orld.... Instead o f 

doing w hat com es naturally, we do w hat com es culturally. Instead  o f following 

N atu re , we follow Culture. C ulture is a set o f spontaneous habits so deep tha t 

we ca n ’t even exam ine them . A nd this, am ong o th er things, conveniently 

isolates them  from  criticism (Eagleton 2003, 58-59).

For T e rry  Eagleton, as for G ood, a distinction betw een “C u ltu re” and  “cu ltu re” 

is not irrelevant, n o r is one any m ore “na tu ra l” o r inherently  valuable than  the other. 

Eagleton, like G ood, seeks only to problem atize those cu rren t uses o f  “culture” which 

negate the m ateria l reality o f “C ultu re” as presum ptuous, to  say the least. T h a t is, 

though perhaps strange academ ic bedfellows, Eagleton and  G ood  agree tha t “C u ltu re” 

am ounts to m ore th an  ju s t a malicious, politically useful ploy by the bourgeoisie to 

m aintain social and  econom ic control. In  fact, they consider there  to be am ple room  for
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problem atizing “C u ltu re’s” inevitable valuation(s) o f “cu ltu re” w ithout neglecting that,

according to the la tte r’s negative treatm ent, the form er generates “cu ltu re” and , in so

doing, provides the very m eans for em ancipation it has historically m itigated  against.

Put alternatively, they agree with H erbert M arcuse tha t there  exists a t least a positive:

political potential [in] a rt [as] a rt itself, in the aesthetic form  as such.... [B]y virtue 

o f its aesthetic form , a rt is largely autonom ous via a vis the given social 

relations. In  its au tonom y art both  protests these relations, and  at the same 

tim e transcends them . T hereby  a rt subverts the dom inan t consciousness, the 

o rd inary  experience.... T h e  m ore im m ediately political the work o f  art, the m ore 

it reduces the pow er o f estrangem ent and  the radical, transcenden t goals o f 

change (M arcuse 1978, xii-xiii; m y emphasis).

Beyond issues o f  aesthetics, theorists w ho subscribe to the “carceral” vision o f 

“cu ltu re” —  th a t is, theorists w ho study “cu ltu re” negatively —  tend  to em ploy so- 

called “Post-” m ethodologies as a supplem ent to their forays into Postm odern 

M etaphysics. For exam ple, “Post-structuralism ,” “Post-colonialism ” and  “Post- 

M arxism ” now  seem  to dom inate com m entato rs’s inquiries. T o  m y m ind, this enables 

com m entators to follow a  line o f reasoning th a t com m its to no  analytic p rogram  in 

particular except th a t w hich, perhaps Narcissistically, the analyst h im  o r herself deem s 

necessary, the vast m ajority o f  “Post” m ethodologies being characterized  by a self- 

conscious, a priori rejection o f the concept o f “w hole” o r “ totality” as a guiding 

param eter o f  analysis. This renders the concept o f  “class,” for exam ple, and  the 

m aterial reality to w hich it refers, literally inconceivable. “C lass” is, after all, an 

historically determ ined  form  o f the division o f  labour w ithin any given m ode o f 

production, and , thus, a determ ination o f the structural totality w hich requires its 

existence precisely as it perpetuates and determ ines th a t to tality  in tu rn . As M arx 

explains:
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the  division o f labour implies from  the outset the division o f  the conditions o f 

labour, o f  tools and  m aterials, and  thus the fragm entation o f accum ulated 

capital am ong  different owners, and  thus, also, the  fragm entation  betw een 

capital and  labour, and  the different form s o f  property  itself. T h e  m ore the 

division o f  labou r develops and  accum ulation grows, the fu rther fragm entation 

develops. L abou r itself can only exist on  the prem ise o f  this fragm entation 

(M arx 1998, 86).

As a consequence o f their rejection o f structural determ ination , it becomes 

necessary for com m entators to posit the conspicuous absence o f a Self from  any 

in terp reta tion  o f  culture. O nly by claim ing the lack o f a Self as a  theoretical given (that 

is, only by excising any structure o f  the Self from  in terpretations o f  the social except as 

a conspicuous absence therein) can individuation per se be negated  in favor o f  claim ing 

people as only “group representatives” and  culture as “carceral.” As C hris Baldick 

puts it in the widely used Concise Oxford Dictionary o f Literary Terms (1990), “post

structuralism ,” for exam ple, “replaces the unitary  concept o f ‘M a n ’ w ith tha t o f the 

subject, which is gendered, ‘de-centered’ and  no longer self-determ ining” (Baldick 1990, 

102-103). T hereby , people’s supposedly “personal” agencies and  activities em erge as, 

paradoxically, anything bu t personal. Instead, they com e to light as only part-and- 

parcel o f long raging political battles over pow er and  m arginality  —  as only reified 

m etonym s for such battles, in fact —  waged by interest groups w ith which 

com m entators then claim  their sympathies o r m oral revulsion.

This is, even at its core, a self-contradicting m ode o f thought. It posits 

hum anity  as exem plary  bearers o f a  lack o f  individuality and , thereby, as individuated 

all the same; the Postm odern (poststructural) subject becom es n augh t bu t the negative 

instance o f the Enlightenm ent (structural) Subject. In  tu rn , the fo rm er comes to depend  

upon  the latter for its very existence, for its clarification, specification, definition and
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constitution. T hereby , the Postm odern subject and  the E n ligh tenm ent Subject becom e 

only inverted  instances o f  the selfsame self-sovereign o r self-autonom ous identity.

F u rtherm ore , once the Self is rendered  conspicuously absent, or once it is defined 

as always already  “incom plete” o r incapable o f  enclosure (“decen tered”) and , so, 

mystified as only a negation o f  the concept o f  totality, people em erge all the m ore as 

au tom ata  m anipulatab le tow ards any end, especially since the possibility for 

transcendent reflexivity is thereby  rendered  null and  void, too (som ething obviously 

can ’t transcend itself if  it bears no distinction from  the rest o f  the world). Such an 

interpretive tack garners for com m entary  no room  to criticize those behaviors which are 

harm ful to hum anity  a t large (i.e., releasing an th rax  at a  funeral for sport o r exploiting 

workers into an  early grave) b u t on m oral grounds. W orse, to render the Self incapable 

o f personal will o r ideation exercised con trary  to the system(s) o f  its constitution, to 

idealize the Self as always incapable o f closure, is to excise the possibility th a t the Self 

m ay form  value judgm ents a t all, neverm ind any value judgm en ts  (any qualitative 

thoughts) besides those forced upon it by its culture from  an  early  age. In  this case, 

people em erge as simply too stupid or, a t best, too unconscious to ever w ork for 

practical reasons tow ards the be tterm en t o f all, no r to finally discern any tenable 

conception o f  the “all.”

O n  a  b roader level, once the “Post” identification is taken negatively (and how 

else could it be taken, except apologetically?), the notion o f  a Post-Structuralism , a 

Post-M odernism  or, for tha t m atter, a Post- anything becom es logically flawed. T o  be 

“post” anything, in this sense, is to be thoroughly guided and  controlled  by w hatever it 

is which is purportedly  postdated. T h e  conspicuous absence o f the p receden t 

necessarily characterizes w hat follows. Consequently, w hat follows is restricted to the 

very same interpretive values and  ends (that is, to the exact sam e critical terrain) it
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would counter, albeit in inverted guise. C onsequently, w hat supposedly follows winds 

up unable to follow; it m ay only re tread  as a different version o f  the same. In  this 

respect, Postm odern M etaphysics and  its a ttendan t “Post-” m ethodologies collate no t 

only a “carceral” vision o f  culture and  society, stripping people o f  any ability to think 

and act b u t in the m an n er present circum stance requires, b u t also a “carceral” theory  o f 

culture and  society w hich leaves theorists no space in w hich to theorize bu t the 

negative.

A t precisely the sam e tim e, however, Postm odern M etaphysics seeks to better

represent people as un ique individuals o f gender, o f  ethnicity  and  o f  sexuality (all o f

which are positive identifications) w ho were m arginalized by previous m odes o f social

adm inistration w hich failed to recognize their atom istically unique yet corporate

characteristics as such. Indeed, according to T erry  Eagleton:

For all its vaun ted  openness to the O ther, postm odernism  can  be quite as 

exclusive and  censorious as the orthodoxies it opposes. O n e  m ay, by and  large, 

speak o f h u m an  culture b u t no t hum an  nature , gender b u t n o t class, the body 

bu t no t biology, jouissance b u t no t justice, post-colonialism  b u t n o t the petty 

bourgeoisie. It is a  thoroughly orthodox heterodoxy.... I t  is no t, on the whole, 

com fortable w ith producing  statem ents like ‘liberal hum anism , for all its 

pathetic illusions, is in some respects an enlightened enough phenom enon  

com pared w ith A ttila the H u n ’; instead, it prefers to save itself the labour o f 

dialectical though t with u tterances like ‘F. R . Leavis was a reactionary ,’ while 

turning in the next b rea th  to denounce absolute judgm en ts  an d  totalizing 

claims. It knows th a t knowledge is precarious and  self-undoing, th a t authority  

is repressive and  m onological, w ith all the certain ty  o f  a E uclidean  geom eter and 

all the au thority  o f  an archbishop. It is an im ated  by the critical spirit, and 

rarely brings it to bear on its own presuppositions” (Eagleton 1994, 26).
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The M eta n a rra tive  o f  R ejecting  M etan arra tive .

Nevertheless, “the rejection o f so-called m etanarratives [which] is definitive o f 

Postm odern Philosophy” is in full swing in the W est (Eagleton 1996, 109). A t least, 

this way o f  th inking is in full swing in m any vectors o f W estern  academ e. In  fact, 

rejecting any m etanarrative  o f the Self and, thus, any m etanarrative  o f “ the social,” 

constitutes the very m etanarrative o f ou r tim e. But why should the supposedly 

“unenclosable” o r “decen tered” (which is to say, self-determ ining and  self-autonomous) 

group representatives w hich such an  interpretive stance inevitably construes hold sway 

over others as m ore accurate o r insightful? Indeed, unless com m entators a t least 

p retend  to m ore o r less tru th , why should one worldview dom inate  ano ther, even w hen 

the form er is m ost often offered as an antidote to the la tte r’s tendency  to  dom inate, 

silence or otherw ise m arginalize w hat Jean-Frangois L yotard  reifies u nder the rather 

mystifying heading  “differends” (individual diversity)? I f  it is “m ore tru th ” (in 

representation, in terpreta tion , etcetera) th a t is sought, then  L yo tard ’s by now  notorious 

observation o f  an  “incredulity  towards m etanarratives” as definitive o f  a Postm odern 

cultural sensibility canno t be read  as a falsification o f m etanarrative  per se, especially 

since such “incredulity” as Lyotard  notes constitutes w hat m ust be an  exceedingly 

potent instance o f  the very th ing  it disbelieves given its p resent currency.

No dialectical sleight o f  hand  is required  to realize the m yriad  contradictions 

which inhere in methodologizing L yo tard’s observation o f a  cu ltural sensibility into an 

empirical fact. It is only in the service o f constituting yet an o th e r m etanarrative  —  yet 

another claim to absolute tru th  and, thereby, to absolute au tho rity  —  that 

m etanarrative per se can  be rejected, after all. In  Peter O sb o rn e ’s w ords, “ the narrative 

o f the death o f  m etanarrative is itself g rander than  m ost o f  the narratives it would 

consign to oblivion” (in Eagleton 1996, 157). It seeks to consign the vast m ajority  o f
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W estern intellectual production up to roughly 1960 (excepting, for some reason, French 

modalities) to obsolescence because it is all based upon m etanarrative  and, so, 

constitutes naugh t b u t one supposedly M achiavellian ploy for dom inance after another. 

As G ood  jokes, “one m ight adap t V irginia W oolfs  fam ous announcem en t o f  w hat 

becam e m odern ism ” to suit the cu rren t Postm odern “m om en t” and  say, w ithout the 

slightest h in t o f  irony, “th a t on o r abou t 2 D ecem ber 1970 h u m an  natu re  ceased to 

exist” (Good 2001, 81). T hus far, no o ther explanation than  th a t a  shared hum anity  

simply died, crum bled  as a  construct o r vanished, has been offered.

“In credu lity” T o w a rd s “In cred u lity” (U nless “In cred u lity” is  Profitable).

Still, such “incredulity” as Lyotard  notes o f Postm odern  cultural values and  

priorities is precisely w hat M cL uhan sees m edia innovation to inspire. How ever, such 

“incredulity” is, for M cL uhan, som ething to be struggled against ra th e r than  to be 

com plied with. A t the very least, “incredulity” —  destabilization o f  structural 

socializing m echanism s —  is som ething w orthy o f  analysis ra th e r th an  uncritical 

celebration. W orst o f  all, in fact, w ould be to celebrate it. As M cL uhan  explains, “new 

technology disturbs the im age, both private and corporate , in any  society, so m uch so 

that fear and  anxiety ensue and  a new quest for identity has to beg in” (M cLuhan 1968, 

37). T h a t is, far from  an  im m utable tru th  which hum anity  has only recently evolved 

enough to em brace, “ incredulity” is thoroughly conventional, som ething which has 

existed num erous tim es, in num erous guises, th roughou t recorded  history. It was 

“incredulity” w hich saw the sun G od Ankh en th roned  and  d e th ro n ed  in less than  a 

century, for exam ple, ju s t as it was “incredulity” w hich killed Socrates, forced Galileo
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to recant, questioned and feared the conclusions o f  C opernicus and  Ptolem y, and  which 

bo th  criticized an d  lauded D arw in's notion o f  na tu ra l selection. U ltim ately, to 

M cL uhan’s m ind , uncritical acceptance o f “incredulity” is uncritical acceptance o f those 

circum stances w hich m ake it. M oreover, given th a t w ar is the only “quest for identity” 

which M cL uhan  considers feasible in the face o f  “incredulity ,” the prospect o f 

“incredulity” holds exceedingly violent, irrational and inevitably self-destructive 

overtones in his thought.28

As M cL uhan  had  it, no t ju s t the m etanarrative o f  “society” m ust be 

renegotiated once confronted w ith unpreceden ted  avenues o f  com m unication  and Self

constitution (or, once confronted with new com m unications m edia) b u t the hum anist 

m etanarrative o f  the Self, too. Any narrative o f  cultural change pu rsuan t to  the 

in troduction o f  new  com m unications m edia which does no t account for bo th  the private 

and the corporate  “im age” is thus inadequate  if  no t irresponsible for M cLuhan. It 

overlooks, in L ecourt’s words, “the developm ent into a subject o f  the unique being that 

is every hum an  being as a Junction o f the dialogue they necessarily maintain with the world in which 

it is given them to live” (Lecourt 2000, 137; m y emphasis). In  so doing, it does no t even 

pretend  to avert the im pending bloodshed o f  a  W orld  W a r III, ever so scientifically 

considering even ju st the notion tha t m edia m ay be associated w ith the ou tbreak  o f 

wars as an overblow n and  exaggerated (which is to say, childish) assum ption.

I f  anything, though, in broaching  the subject o f W orld  W a r III, M cL uhan  simply 

sought to recognize the m edium  w hich speakers exploit to constitute dialogue as being, 

well, constitutive o f  that dialogue —  even if it concerns “incredulity .” T his is not a

28 see Marshall McLuhan, “Violence As A Quest For Identity,” Understanding Me, eds. 

Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines. (Toronto: McLelland & Stewart, 2003), pp. 264- 

276.
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truism  so m uch as it is an acknow ledgm ent o f lim itations. M cL uhan  simply had  it th a t 

no t ju st anything can be said nor h eard  by m edia, which strikes m e as an entirely 

pragm atic assertion. As such, certain  m edia m ust be m ore conducive than  others to 

construction o f m etanarratives, and  m edia study m ight be study o f  m etanarratives 

w hen relevant (or vice versa). For exam ple, speaking o f  “ the m usicological quagm ire,” 

David Brackett dons M cL uhan ’s cap to denounce “the m etalanguage o f  music 

analysis” as “not tran sparen t but.... a m edium  th a t com es w ith its ow n ideological 

baggage w hich will affect w hat we can say” (Brackett 1995, 19). T h e  m edium  o f  m usic 

analysis prescribes w hat can be said by it, in o ther words. O r, p u t alternatively, 

analytic notation is conducive to construction o f m etanarratives, an d  this has directly 

contributed to the ou tbreak  o f w hat’s now  com m only referred to as “culture w ars.” A  

slew o f  musicologists agree.29

T h e  still valuable facets o f  M cL uhan ’s m ethodology should no t be reta ined  out 

o f anything like partisan  advocacy, however. R a ther, they should be deployed ou t o f a

29 For key artifacts of this debate see, for instance, Adam Krims, “Music Analysis and Rap 

Music,” Rap Music and the Poetics o f Identity. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 

pp. 17-45; Susan McClary, “Turtles All the Way Down (On the ‘Purely Musical’),” 

Conventional Wisdom: On the Content of Musical Form. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2000), pp. 1-31; Henry Klumpenhouwer, “Music Theory, Dialectics, and Post- 

Structuralism,” Music/Ideology: Resisting the Aesthetic, ed. Adam Krims (New York: Gordon and 

Breach International, 1998), pp. 289-310; Lawrence Kramer, Music as Cultural Practice, 

1800-1900 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Susan McClary, Feminine 

Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991);

Susan McClary and Robert Walser, “Start Making Sense!: Musicology Wrestles with Rock,” 

On Record: Rock Pop and the Written Word, eds. Simon Firth and Andrew Goodwin (New York: 

Pantheon, 1990), pp. 277-292; Richard Middleton, Studying Popular Music (Philadelphia:

Open University Press, 1990).
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sense o f  obligation. T o  m y m ind, M cL uhan ’s approach  is still m ost relevant for 

understand ing  w hat is fast becom ing the prim ary  m ode o f  m usical exchange 

th roughou t the m ultinationalized world: R ecording Practice. Indeed , how  can one even 

begin to account for the fundam ental situation o f the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice as 

a series o f  m usical interpellations o f the b roader cultural p ro ject o f  transduction w ithout 

allowing for a t least the possibility that the sound reproduction  m edium  itself is, to 

borrow  O . B. H ard ison  J r . ’s term , “expressive” in its exploitation? H ow  can one gauge 

w hether o r n o t the sound reproduction  m edium  constitutes a  “m essage” in the N etw ork 

o f R ecord ing  Practice, o r the “m essage” o f the N etw ork, if the  possibility is discounted 

off the ba t for no o ther reason than  th a t how such a reading construes humanity is currently 

out o f  favour? It is certainly no t falsified.

SECTION TWO

R ecording P ractice: M u sica l In terpella tion (s).

R ecording  Practice is, in its entirety, a product o f  transduction , which is to say, it 

is technologically determ ined . All o f its social im pacts are  im pacts o f  transduction and, 

thus, o f transducers. It is, in fact, transduction alone w hich constitutes the technical 

basis o f  each o f  the N etw ork o f R ecording Practice’s various operations; m aking and 

hearing music recordings is transducing. O ne either exploits transducers and thereby 

enters the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice —  and, in so doing, e ither makes or hears a 

music recording —  or one does not transduce and  is therefore excluded from  R ecording 

Practice. T hus, R ecord ing  Practice interpellates transduction  as no t only one am ong
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m any m usical techniques but as the only such technique. One must, inevitably, communicate 

however sound reproduction technology enables to engage in Recording Practice; whatever people say or 

hear by Recording Practice is only possible i f  sound reproduction technology can do itfirst. Consequentl 

as Steven Shaviro explains, “no m atter w hat position you seek.... th a t position will be 

located som ew here on the N etw ork’s grid [;] no m atte r w hat w ords you u tter, those 

words will have been  anticipated som ew here in the chains o f  discourse” which the 

N etw ork operationalizes (Shaviro 2004, 4-5). O r, in M cL u h an ’s m ore poetic words, “as 

ou r senses have gone outside us, so Big B rother goes inside” (M cL uhan 1962, 32).

O n  the b roadest level, then, R ecord ing  Practice nam es a prescription for 

discourse; discursive procedure is prescribed in R ecord ing  Practice according to w hat 

sound reproduction  technology enables and, thereby, discourse is prescribed. In  the first 

instance, then , R ecord ing  Practice is always m usical in terpellation o f —  th a t is, it is 

always assignm ent o f  musical identity to —  the industrial p rocedure  o f  transduction.

As such, it is determinedby the capacities o f a particu lar kind o f  transducer (i.e., sound 

reproduction technology), a p roduct o f w hat sound reproduction  technology can be 

m ade to. O n e  ne ither converts sonic phenom ena into the “co n ten t” o f  a music 

recording (i.e., m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital code), no r does the 

obverse, except by using sound reproduction technology, w hich em bodies the technique 

o f transduction. Because transduction doesn’t guaran tee  m usical experience (because it 

is useful for as m any  nonm usical as musical purposes), an  association betw een it and 

specifically m usical experience m ust be m ade each tim e, and  while, som ebody exploits 

sound reproduction  technology for musical purposes. In  fact, by m aking and  hearing 

m usic recordings, record  innovators and record  receivers advocate the musical 

usefulness o f sound reproduction technology precisely as they  advocate the musical
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utility o f  w hichever energies they transduce in the process. In  so doing, they musically 

interpellate o r assign a  specifically m usical identity to

(i) sound reproduction  technology;

(ii) the technique o f transduction w hich sound reproduction  technology 

objectifies; and

(iii) the sound reproduction m edium  in general, o f  which sound reproduction 

technology is an  object-form .

M oreover, while every technology which transduces is a  transducer, not every

transducer transduces sonic phenom ena. Even then, no t every transducer which

transduces sonic phenom ena is musically useful (i.e., d ictaphones, telephones and

walkie-talkies). R ecord ing  Practice m ust thus be m usical interpellation o f  transducers

as it is m usical interpellation o f sound reproduction  technology and , therethrough, o f

transduction. By m aking or hearing a m usic recording, then , record  innovators and

record receivers advocate the musical usefulness o f transducers while they advocate the

m usicality o f  w hichever energies they transduce in so doing (i.e., acoustic, m echanical,

electric, electrom agnetic o r digital). In m andating  th a t these interpellations m ust

always occur for a m usical com m unication to happen , R ecord ing  Practice makes a

certain  variety o f  technology, and  the technique it objectifies, conducive if not

indispensable to m usical com m unications. O f  course, given this, the obverse m ust also

be true: Recording Practice must also make musical experience and musical ideation conducive to a

particular variety o f  technology and technique. As A lbin J .  Zak III writes:

A lthough invented to record the spoken w ord, sound record ing’s greatest 

cultural im pact has been through music; and  m usic itself has changed as its 

p roduction and  reception processes have becom e perm eated  by technology.

Like m usical no tation  before it, sound recording has had  a  profound influence on
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the w ay m usic is m ade, heard , and  thought about. W ith  the ability to transform  

the ephem eral act o f musical perform ance into a  w ork o f  art, it has altered the 

conceptual landscape o f  o u r musical culture in m any  ways, and  its influence has 

m ade itself felt in all m usical idioms (Zak III 2001, 19).

Each tim e sound reproduction  technology is used for som e m usical purpose, its 

appropriateness for such a purpose is tested. As obvious as it now  seems, record 

innovators and  record  receivers m ust constantly “prove,” even if only to themselves, 

th a t sound reproduction  technology is as useful for m usical purposes as it is for, say, 

office dictation, w henever and while they innovate o r receive a m usic recording. A t no 

point can the success o f  these interpellations be autom atically  assum ed. “Edison,” for 

instance,

enum erated  the use o f  phonographs for w riting letters and  taking dictation.... 

M usic was m entioned, b u t usually as a  form  o f dictation: Y ou could send love 

songs to a  friend, sing your child a lullaby, and  then , if  it w orked, save up the 

same rendition for bedtim e tom orrow . In  keeping w ith the im portan t public 

uses o f shorthand  for court and  legislative reports, the phonograph  would also 

provide a  cultural repository, a  library for sounds (G itelm an 2003, 159).

Sound reproduction  technology m ay always re tu rn  to any o f  these “classic,” 

p ro tean  functions. After all, the very notion o f “progress,” how ever untenable in its 

archetypal, caricatu red  form , depends upon the potential for “regression” w ith w hich it 

m ust constantly contrast itself even ju st to be “progress.” T h e  audiocassette, for 

exam ple, while once the dom inant, no t to m ention  the m ost technologically 

“progressive,” sound reproduction technology on the W estern  m arket, was dealt a 

haym aker blow by the com pact disc and  those upon  whose b eh a lf  C D s were 

m anufactured from  which it never fully recovered. It is now , once m ore, p rim arily  a 

technology for office dictation in the W est: the dictaphone.
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Transduction: M ed ia te  A uscu lta tion .

T ransduction  was only peripherally m ean t for m usical purposes. It began life as a 

problem atic o f  hearing. As noted, w hen A lexander G rah am  Bell and  C larence Blake 

affixed a  chaff o f  w heat to the tym panic m em brane o f  a  cadaver’s dissected ear in 1874, 

and connected the chaff o f  w heat to a pane o f smoked glass, the resulting ear 

phonau tograph  was m ean t to garner Bell’s d eaf niece a be tter understand ing  o f the 

m echanics o f sound production. T hom as Edison listed “reproduction  o f m usic” only 

fourth on his list o f  suggested uses for the phonograph , after “letter w riting and 

dictation w ithout the aid o f  a stenographer,” “phonographic  books for the b lind” and 

“the teaching o f elocution.” This said, the musical potential o f  the “talking m achine” 

was no t entirely lost upon  Edison. R eproduction  o f m usic figures before “the ‘family 

record’ —  a  registry o f  sayings, rem iniscences, etc .,” “m usic boxes an d  toys,” “clocks 

tha t announce in an  articulate voice the tim e for going hom e, e tc .,” “the preservation o f 

languages,” “education  purposes” and , finally, “connection w ith the telephone, so as to 

m ake tha t instrum ent an  auxiliary in the transm ission o f  perm an en t and  invaluable 

records.” Still, there is reason to agree with com m entators w ho suggest tha t Emile 

Berliner was first to fully engage w ith transduction’s m usical po ten tial, B erliner being 

first to take Edison’s fourth  suggestion as his only goal in developing the gram ophone.

As a problem atic o f  hearing, though —  as an  “audile techn ique” o r a  “listening 

regim e,” as it were —  transduction precedes any specifically m usical applications by 

over half a century. It begins, according to Jo n a th a n  Sterne, with R ene-T heophile- 

H yacinthe Laennec inventing the stethoscope in F rance in 1816, an d  w ith A rthur 

Leared’s invention o f the b inaural stethoscope in England  in 1851. As S terne explains, 

“like sound reproduction  technologies which would appear later in the century, the

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-152-

stethoscope.... rendered  the h um an  ear an insufficient conducto r o f  sound” (Sterne 

2003b, 194).

Both L aennec’s and  L eared ’s stethoscopes amplified sound waves, and

channeled  the subsequently am plified waves through  a tubu la r conducto r to doctors’s

ears. D octors w ere and  rem ain  incapable o f doing this w ithout using a stethoscope. In

fact, “physically, the stethoscope was a logical extension o f  the ea r trum pet, which had

been in use for centuries,” S terne explains. “G enerally cylindrical in shape,

[stethoscopes] h ad  an  ear piece a t one end  and  a hole a t the o th er th a t w ould be placed

on the pa tien t’s body” (Sterne 2003a, 104). T hereby , the stethoscope physically

enabled as it em bodied  the technique o f “m ediate auscultation,” w hich is “listening to

the body th rough  a m edium  a t a physical d istance” (Sterne 2003b, 193).

“T he  stethoscope was not so m uch the inversion o f  the hearing  aid as the

generalization o f  its principle,” Sterne continues (Sterne 2003 b, 193). A ccording to

Sterne, in fact, even as the stethoscope itself

posited the possibility tha t doctors could becom e virtuoso listeners, m ediate 
auscultation endow ed its practitioners w ith a functional disability. T h e  unaided  
ear was no t enough: for centuries, the hard-of-hearing  h ad  used ear trum pets as 
hearing  aids. N ow  doctors —  whose hearing  was ostensibly healthy  —  could 
augm ent their auditory  abilities (Sterne 2003a, 105-106).

How ever, in “positing the possibility th a t doctors could becom e virtuoso listeners” ju s t 

as it endow ed them  “with a functional disability,” the stethoscope rendered  the so- 

called “naked” o r untechnologized ea r inadequate  to achieve certa in  socially useful 

tasks o f audition which are, sim ultaneously, audile virtuosity (i.e., m ediate 

auscultation).

T he (“naked”) e a r’s inadequacy to perform  m ediate auscultation  allowed for 

doctors and patients already involved in the d ram as o f n ineteen th  cen tury  French and  

English m edical cultures to be newly a rranged  around  a  novel p ro p  (i.e., the
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stethoscope). O n ce  furnished a stethoscope, doctors could, am ong  o ther things, avoid

physical contact w ith potentially contagious patients w ho w ere also generally o f a lower

class; avoid laying hands and  e a r upon the female breast (though n o t all m en were

doctors, all doctors w ere men); posit causal connections betw een sounds inside a  body,

im perceptible to  the naked ear, and  a disease which p roduced  such secret sounds;

further abstract, by  auditory  m eans, patients into em bodim ents o r “containers” o f

discoverable sounds w hich index otherwise undiscoverable diseases (Foucault 1997);

and, finally, dem onstrate  and  legitimize their m edical au tho rity  th rough  virtuoso

listening by m ediate auscultation, precisely as they thereby  dem onstrated  and

legitimized their functional inadequacy to achieve such diagnoses in the m aterial

absence o f  a certain  technology.

M ediate auscultation thus rendered  the untechnologized e a r’s inadequacy to

“do” certain  com m unications and  certain  contingent social intercourses a  social

com m onplace. T h e  stethoscope dem onstrated  precisely as it rectified a  certain  lack in

hum an  physical agency each tim e it w orked, nam ely, the ability to m ake and  hear

particular sounds (i.e., sounds am plified and noted by m ediate auscultation). Sonic

phenom enon was, in tu rn , conceived increasingly less as a function o f vox (the voice)

than  o f frequency (m otion or vibration), less as a p roduct o f  h um an  agency than  simply

ano ther com ponent o f  the object world. R etu rn ing  to S te rne’s account,

the technique o f m ediate auscultation.... was pred icated  on  a relativization o f the 

hum an  voice. In  diagnosis, the voice becam e one sound am ong  m any 

contending for the physician’s attention in the audible w orld. Frequencies were 

frequencies (Sterne 2003b, 123).
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T ran sduction : “N orm aliza tion . ”

S te rn e’s narrative o f the developm ent o f “m ediate auscultation” and  the

stethoscope accords w ith T im othy  T ay lor’s assertion that, “after a  period  o f use, m ost

technological artifacts are norm alized into everyday life and  are no longer seen as

‘technological’ at all” (Taylor 2001, 6). As certain  uses for technology concretize into

social relations, so, too, does the technology w hich enables them  “norm alize” as their

locus. T hose  relations w hich coalesced around  the stethoscope, for exam ple,

norm alized alongside it as its conventional uses, all o f  w hich, a t some point, fell and

continue to fall squarely under the auspices o f m ediate auscultation.

Indeed , once m ediate auscultation and  its enabling technology (i.e., the

stethoscope) w ere norm alized, doctors becam e consum ers o f  stethoscopes while

patients becam e only bodies which furnished the raw  m aterials for doctors’s

consum ptions o f  the stethoscope. O n  a b roader level, diagnosis by m ediate

auscultation becam e consum ption o f the stethoscope and , there th rough , cannibalism  of

a sort: auditory  consum ption o f patients’s bodies. This was peculiar to n ineteenth

century F rance and  England, to be sure. H ow ever, it w ould be absurd  to argue that the

specific d ram as o f  n ineteenth  century France and  E ngland  follow the stethoscope

w herever it m ay  go. As Patricia M archuck notes,

technology is always a social construction [,] b u t it does n o t follow th a t any 

generation can change it if  it so wishes. T h e  industrial revolution, for exam ple, 

did no t have to take the form it did, bu t once it was underw ay the m om entum  

carried  it th rough  three centuries despite plenty o f  opposition (M archuck 2000, 

264).

M oreover, “norm alization” should no t be rep roduced  in com m entary  of 

technology an d  technological practice as happens w hen com m entato rs take the practice
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o f  “norm alization ,” w hich am ounts to  social accom m odation o f a  certain  technology, 

as though it were extricable from  the very technology which enables it. Thereby, convention 

and arbitrariness are taken to mean “without substance, ” which is to say, “sheer randomness” or 

“chaos.” But there  is a  specificity to each technology, a substance, w hich com m entators 

can an d  m ust address, lest they banish  “norm alization” from  critical understanding  

even u nder the auspices o f  paying it its p roper due in analysis. T h a t is, com m entators 

m ust refuse to take articles o f faith such as T im othy  Taylor, for one, professes as 

em pirical fact: “w hatever music technology is.... it is no t separate from  the social 

groups tha t use it.... from  the individuals who use it; it is no t separate  from  the social 

groups and individuals w ho invented it, tested it, m arketed it, d istributed it, sold it, 

repaired  it, listened to it, bought it, or revived it” (Taylor 2001, 7).

Following this line o f reasoning, Sterne, for exam ple, even after w hat strikes m e 

as one o f the m ost nuanced  and fruitful in terrogations o f technology currently  in prin t, 

can only end his in terrogation by positing the practice o f sound reproduction  —  th a t is, 

using sound reproduction technology for communicative purposes —  as a  developm ent o f  “m ediate 

auscultation.... and  no t the stethoscope per se” (Sterne 2003b, 123). T his seems an 

injunction to take culture as a  de term inan t o f technology and  n o t the o ther way around , 

even w hen S terne’s analysis o f the stethoscope clearly posits culture and  technology as 

mutually determ ining, with the “stethoscope per se” as efficacious in the first instance. In  

response, one m ight simply w onder w hat exactly m edia auscultation ‘norm alized ,’ then? 

O r, p u t alternatively, how does one “do” m edical diagnosis by m ediate  auscultation if 

no t by capitalizing on  w hat the stethoscope can be m ade to do in a  particu lar m anner 

w hich makes sense given a particular social circum stance? Indeed , w hat is a 

stethoscope, then? A nd for w hat exactly do practices o f “norm aliza tion” such as, for 

exam ple, m ediate auscultation, find social accom m odation?
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W h at the stethoscope m aintains regardless o f  circum stance is its enabling and 

objectification o f an otherwise impossible technique for am plifying, hearing  and, in so 

doing, for making h itherto  unknow able sounds. I f  there  is a  com m onality  betw een each 

use o f the stethoscope from  its inception to present, it is th a t its users are socially 

venerable as auditors only by their knowledge o f how to m ediate auscultate. It was, in 

fact, a certain  inadequacy o f  the voice and  ear w hich “the stethoscope per se” instantiated, 

m ediate auscultation am ounting  to accom m odation or “norm aliza tion” o f that 

m anufactured inadequacy as a  key constituent o f  W estern  m edical practice. Indeed, 

“researchers’ use o f [the stethoscope] allowed for new  phenom ena  to  be observed which, 

in tu rn , led to conception o f hum an  sense as and  through instrum ents,” ra the r than  as 

hum an  sense per se (Sterne 2003a, 48).

Transduction: M an u factu red  Inadequacy to  M an u factu red  Incapacity.

M ediate auscultation established the general fram ew ork for the culture o f  sound 

reproduction which exists today. E ach  tim e it works, sound reproduction  technology 

dem onstrates th a t there are  certain  perm utations of, and  uses for, sonic phenom ena 

which the voice and ear alone simply cannot m ake o r m ark. As such, transduction 

intensifies tha t inadequacy o f the voice and  ear which m ediate  auscultation first 

“norm alized” as som ething dem onstrable and rectifiable by the stethoscope, and  w hich 

was converted through certain  m edical intercourses into a  social com m onplace as the 

cultural practice o f  m ediate auscultation. In  so doing, and  following m ediate 

auscultation’s lead, the practice o f transduction dem onstrates tha t certain  social 

intercourses exist which m ay only happen  by using a particu lar varie ty  o f technology in 

particular ways.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-157-

Indeed , as transduction  sim ultaneously dem onstrates, instantiates and  rectifies

a  certain  lack in h um an  physical agency each tim e it operates, hum an  sense itself

becom es a  capacity  o f a  particu lar kind o f com m unications m ach ine, bo th  in concept

and  in practice. A gain, the m echanism  o f  transduction by w hich arguably the first

sound reproduction  technology —  A lexander G rah am  Bell’s an d  C larence Blake’s so-

called “ear p h o n au to g rap h ” o f  1874 —  w orked was the tym panic m em brane o f a

hum an  ear. T his m em brane was excised from  “th a t folded m ass o f  flesh on the side o f

the head” o f  a  cadaver (Sterne 2003a, 22). T hus, as Sterne notes:

T he  ear phonau tograph  did not use the whole ear.... only the m iddle ear, which 

in a living person ordinarily  focuses audible vibrations an d  conveys them  as 

sound. In  using the tym panum  or ear d ru m  and  the small bones to channel and 

transduce sonic vibrations, the ear phonau tograph  im itated  (or, m ore 

accurately, isolated and  extracted) this processof transducing  sound for the 

purpose o f  hearing.... It places the h um an  ear, as a mechanism, as the source and  

object o f  sound reproduction  (Sterne 2003a, 32).

It was n o t the ear per se b u t its tym panic m em brane w hich provided Bell and  

Blake the m odel for m anufacturing  its uselessness in certain  aud ito ry  tasks, then. O nce 

Bell and Blake isolated and reified this function as a  capacity  o f  their “hearing  

m achine,” the tym panic m em brane could be, in S terne’s w ords, “abstracted  from  the 

body and defined... in alm ost purely m echanical term s” (Sterne 2003a, 52).

T ransduction  thus began life as a  hum an  capacity, or a “vital pow er,” w hich was 

literally and symbolically abstracted  from  hum anity  u nder the auspices o f technical 

innovation. O nce  thereby  abstracted, the m iddle ear could be developed into an 

operations principle o f a particu lar variety o f  m achine, and  perfected  such tha t the 

m achine which objectifies it supersedes all hum anity  in term s o f  audile capacity. 

However, while m ediate auscultation rendered  the voice and  e a r inadequate for m aking
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certain com m unications, transduction  renders the voice and  ea r ou trigh t incapable o f  any 

social intercourses as are  m ade by it. U ltim ately, then, R ecord ing  Practice achieves as 

it was achieved by  a certa in  m anufactured  incapacity o f  the voice an d  ear, by a certain  

conventional lack in h u m an  physical agency which transducers dem onstrate, 

instantiate and  rectify each  tim e they are used to m ake a  transduction  happen . By 

R ecord ing  Practice, this m anufactu red  lack is given m usical relevance and  utility.

H ow ever, it m ust be noted once m ore tha t ou r collective incapacity  to transduce 

how R ecording Practice requires us to does not guarantee m usical experience. It is ju s t as 

useful for selling office d ictation equipm ent as it is for selling m usic technology. Indeed, 

it has been the task o f record innovators and record receivers during the past century to associate 

transduction with musical experience, to make o f its “obsolescing” a base condition o f all musical 

exchanges as occur by it (M cLuhan 1975; M cL uhan 1977).30 By m aking and  hearing music 

recordings, for instance, record innovators and  record receivers convert o r “norm alize” 

the inadequacy o f  “naked” speech and  hearing  in the face o f  transduction  —  they 

convert hum an  o ra l/a u ra l capacity per se abstracted from  the body  in to  an operations 

principle o f  a  certain  kind o f object —  into a social com m onplace, nam ely, R ecording 

Practice. O nly  because they are each a  musical interpellation o f  sound  reproduction 

technology, o f  transduction  and o f transducers (and, finally, o f th a t conventional 

incapacity o f the voice and  ear which these together make) do any  “m usical” operations 

o f sound reproduction  technology qualify as R ecord ing  Practice.

T o  be clear, this is no t to say th a t transduction n o r sound reproduction 

technology create R ecord ing  Practice. It is simply to acknowledge th a t transduction, as a

301 use the term “obsolescence” here in M cLuhan’s sense, that is, to denote the 

uselessness of something which may nevertheless continue to figure in certain procedures 

of communication.
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capacity o f sound reproduction technology, is assigned musical identity  each tim e som eone 

mixes, tracks, receives a m usic recording o r does anything else w hich R ecord ing  

Practice requires, and  th a t R ecording Practice simply does no t happen  b u t for 

transduction. T hus, on the broadest level, R ecording Practice m ust finally nam e a 

strategy for m usically interpellating transduction and, thereby, a certa in  incapacity o f 

the voice an d  ea r w hich transduction makes. In  doing this, R ecord ing  Practice enacts the 

properly “m usical” (which is to say, the properly “social”) com m onplace into which 

ou r collective incapacity  to transduce was and  still is converted.

T ransduction: Sound R eproduction .

It is generally argued tha t R ecording Practice, w hich is w hat obtains in the 

m usical sphere given transduction’s “obsolescing” o f h um an  au ra l faculty per se, works 

to “rep roduce” sound, and  tha t this accounts for people’s willingness to have certain o f 

their “vital” pow ers “obsolesced” as they m ake music. W e are, it is claim ed, simply 

using m achines instrum entally, to achieve a  kind o f com m unication  we w ant to achieve 

b u t could no t otherwise. Even if m ost people do not, them selves, generally m ake those 

m achines —  this is, o f  course, w hat only certain  corporations do —  we nevertheless use 

them  for o u r ow n purposes. It ju st so happens th a t m ost people do  m ore o r less the 

same thing w henever they use sound reproduction  technology for musical purposes: 

R ecording Practice. T im othy  T aylor m ost clearly articulates the logical basis o f this 

view. T o  his m ind , “any music technology” has designed into it “specific uses.... bu t 

users, th rough practices, underm ine, add to, and  modify those uses” (Taylor 2001, 38). 

But transduction is not a technique for reproducing sound except in nam e, even if 

com m entators generally assume it is. N or, crucially, is it designed to be; it is only
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advertised as such. In  fact, transduction instantiates a  m om ent o f  silence in the so-called 

“sound rep roduction” process, a fact which the notion o f  transduction  as a technique for 

reproducing  sound conceals. This silence m ust always ob tain  betw een those two 

transductions w hich together com prise a “sound reproduction .”

Indeed , a “sound reproduction” is only possible by using sound reproduction 

technology. As J o n a th a n  Sterne notes, such technology either “tu rns sound into 

som ething else,” o r turns that “som ething else back into sound” (Sterne 2003a, 22). 

Because tha t “som ething else” cannot be a sonic phenom enon  (it is specifically 

“som ething else”) every sound reproduction is characterized by a  silence which obtains 

betw een w hen a sonic phenom enon is transduced  as “som ething else,” and  w hen that 

“som ething else” is transduced as a  sonic phenom enon. Thus, while the likes o f 

Jo n a th a n  Sterne, for exam ple, posit both  transductions o f the sound reproduction 

process as equally essential, transduction o f acoustic energy as an o th e r kind o f energy 

(i.e., m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic or digital energy) m ust occur for the obverse 

to happen . Sound reproduction is, to begin with, transduction  o f  acoustic energy into 

ano ther kind o f energy, which is silent; only after is it transduction  o f  m echanical, 

electric, electrom agnetic or digital energy into acoustic energy. Finally, then, “sound 

reproduction” is production and  consum ption o f  acoustic, m echanical, electric, 

electrom agnetic and  digital energy per se.

T hus, w hat actually happens by sound reproduction  is transduction  o f acoustic 

energy as o ther kinds o f energy and , only after, vice versa. T h e  only w ay to term inate  the 

“silence in betw een” which subsequently obtains is to undertake the  second 

transduction o f sound reproduction. In  so doing, one constitutes sonic phenom ena as 

the “con ten t” o f sound reproduction technology (specifically, o f  m usic recordings) 

instructs; one realizes this “content” as the sonic phenom ena  it is configured by record

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-161-

innovators to represent i/g iven  a  future transduction. O n ly  thereby  does som ething 

called a  “sound reproduction” occur. As such, the notion o f  “sound reproduction” 

which currently  prevails constitutes only ano ther variation on tha t them e which V ictor 

p ropagated  beginning ju s t under a century  ago (which I outline in C hap ter 1). Such a 

perspective implicitly claims, as the Sarnoffist claims, th a t technology only 

prostheticizes (which is to say, at the sam e tim e, th a t technology never determines), even 

if  hum anity  simply lacks the physical resources to create a  “silence in betw een” over 

the course o f  a  m usical com m unication.

SECTION THREE

M asterin g  the N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord ing  Practice.

T h a t R ecord ing  Practice is, indeed, technologically determ ined , and  tha t it does 

not reproduce sound so m uch as it enacts m usical in terpellation o f  transduction, is 

probably clearest in w h a t’s called “the m astering process.” This is the final step o f  

record innovation, w hen “songs are adjusted for their op tim um  level, sequence, and  

tonal balance” (Chappell 2003, 187). “H ighly paid and  technically skilled m astering 

engineers often m ake a significant contribution to a song becom ing a h it,” C happell 

notes. “T he m astering engineer makes sure tha t a tune can  translate to a variety o f 

playback systems” (Chappell 2003, 187). Put simply, a m astering engineer ensures 

tha t the record “con ten t” which record innovators procure and  configure sounds 

optim ally w hen it is given a transduction th rough  any system o f  playback hardw are. As 

such, the m astering engineer m ay well be the m ost essential agency in record

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-162-

innovation now. It is, after all, this agency which has final say as to how  a  music

recording will sound.

M astering  engineers use several com puter program s to  do their work. M ost

often know n as “plug-ins,” these program s are m ade to be com patib le w ith a slew o f

digital audio  editing program s (they are “plug-ins,” no t “stand-alones”). Such

program s m ay include, for exam ple, M atrix  R everb , Param etric  E Q o r  any num ber o f

sound processes. F u rtherm ore, they are not necessarily designed for purely musical

purposes. T h e  so-called “W aves LI U ltram axim izer,” for exam ple, is m anufactured  for

musical purposes and  for m astering video gam e applications. As C happell explains:

This ‘look-ahead’ lim iter [read: the W aves L I U ltram axim izer] analyzes a 

signal and  reduces the dynam ic range so the whole track  can be tu rned  up 

louder. T h e  loud parts are still loud, b u t the quiet parts are louder than  they 

were. T h e  overall m ix doesn’t sound any different, ju s t m ore energetic (Chappell 

2003, 188).

Perhaps the m ost significant capacity  o f  the m astering engineer is to undertake

w hat’s tellingly called “norm alization .” T his practice ensures th a t all the com pleted

tracks o f a  m usic record ing  conform  to the sam e dynam ic param eters, th a t each track

on a music record ing  reaches so-called “peak levels” during  an d  by record  reception.

T o  norm alize, a track o r sequence o f tracks m ust first be inpu tted  into an  audio editing

or m ultitrack recording software o f some sort, as a  configuration o f  digital code. T h en

one simply chooses “norm alize” from  the p rog ram ’s m enu and , accord ing  to  Chappell:

T he software scans the specified digital audio  file o r file regions and  notes the 

level difference betw een the highest signal peak and  the theoretical m axim um , 

which defines the u pper lim it o f  the available headroom . T h e  program  then  

raises the file’s overall level so tha t the highest peak reaches its full code. For
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exam ple, suppose that a  file’s highest peak is 7.2dB below  full code.

N orm alization  will apply +7.2dB  of gain to the entire file so th a t the highest

peak now  reaches the m axim um  level (Chappell 2003, 189).

N orm alization renders a  particu lar sequence o f  m echanical, electric, 

electrom agnetic o r digital code suitable for deploym ent in stereo systems according to 

certain  conventions o f  volum e, then. T hrough  com puterization , such conventions 

becom e an “opera tional and  practicalf a c f  (M cLuhan 1964 /2003 , 8). As in the 

m astering process a t large, norm alization thus treats w hat only la ter m ay becom e 

m usical as code first, and  renders th a t code am enable to the “com m unications system ” 

of R ecording Practice, w hich enables code o r record  “con ten t” to becom e m usical only 

in the last instance. In  fact, norm alization, and  the m astering process a t large, begins 

and ends w ith data . Both processes account for record reception in the musical labor o f 

R ecording Practice as a kind o f d a ta  processing in the first instance and , only after, as a 

practice o f hearing  and  reasoning sound.

Thus, the m astering process probably  best clarifies how  R ecord ing  Practice is 

determ ined by transduction. It is the ultim ate phase o f  record  innovation, the last 

thing done to perfect the production o f  any musical com m unication  which is m ade by 

record innovators. Y et the m astering process treats the m usicality o f  code, which is 

transduced o r transduceable acoustic energy, as only a  secondary consideration. W hat 

m atters in the end is th a t the code suits certain  m athem atical form ulae which are 

considered by record  innovators to optim ize a m usic recording for transduction by any 

system o f playback hardw are. O nce m astered, a music record ing  m ay  never be m ore 

nor less dynam ic th an  how  it is norm alized to sound. In  this respect, m astering 

conforms certain  key aspects o f m usic innovation —  i.e., dynam ic range, dynam ic 

levels, etc. —  to the dictates o f playback hardw are. In  so doing, it conform s record
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innovation itself, and  its products, to the lim itations o f technology w hich are m ade and

distributed for the express purpose o f record reception.

In  short, anything w hich can be said by R ecord ing  Practice can only be said

through p ro p er exploitation o f sound reproduction technology and , thereby, the

technique o f transduction. R ecord  innovators who do n o t m aster w hat they innovate

run  the risk o f furnishing record  receivers w ith code w hich does n o t sound optim ally

w hen processed through  w hichever transducers they use to undertake their record

receptions, even if  w hat sounds optim al is conventional. T h e  m astering  process is,

therefore, abou t rendering  code am enable to w hichever sound reproduction  technology it

happens to be transduced  by and, only after, to w hom ever hears the results (it is about

m aking code am enable  to  any and  all systems o f playback hardw are). As such, it

simply canno t consider any record  receiver, no r any record  reception, in particular,

contenting itself to render all such receivers and  receptions as likewise as possible.

Finally, then , the m astering process clarifies w hat D uncan  J .  W atts and Steven

H. Strogatz call the “small-world netw ork” which R ecord ing  Practice makes o f musical

com m unications (Watts and  Strogatz 1998, 440-442).31 B orrow ed from  so-called

“complexity theo ry” —  itself a response to so-called “chaos theory” m athem atics and

science —  “sm all-world netw ork” theory is perhaps best explained by M ark  Buchanan:

No liver o r heart o r brain  is built from  genes; ra th e r, each gene contains 

instructions for m aking molecules known as proteins, which then  take their place 

in a  w eb o f  tens o f  thousands o f o ther different proteins, all in teracting w ith one

31 Duncan J. Watts & Steven H. Strogatz, “Collective dynamics o f ‘small-world’ networks,” 

Nature 393 (1998): 440-442. The title “small-world” is borrowed from Stanley Milgram’s 

theory of “the small-world problem,” which has been popularized recently under the 

heading “six degrees of separation,” in Stanley Milgram, “The Small W orld Problem,” 

Psychology Today 1 (1967): 60-67.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-165-

an o th er in com plicated ways. T o  com prehend  w hat m akes us alive, and 

especially w hat distinguishes us from  plants, will require  insight in to  the 

arch itec tu re  o f this vast network; ou r sophistication is no t due to one or ano ther 

p ro tein , b u t to  the delicate design o f  the entire  netw ork (B uchanan 2002, 16).

As such, “sm all-world” netw ork theory posits hum anity  as a series o f beings 

in terconnected  as “nodes” (i.e., people). It is no t the h um an  being  per se which makes 

him  o r he r w hat s /h e  is —  it is no t anything specific to a person w hich makes them  

h um an  —  but, ra ther, w hat s /h e  shares with everyone else, w hich are  certain  netw orked 

functions and  agencies tha t only together p rom ote  “hum an ity .” T hus, networks 

constitute a certa in  “essence lying behind  all physical objects” (B uchanan 2002, 16). In 

the case o f hum anity , as “sm all-world” netw ork theory has it, it is netw orks which are 

the “essence lying b eh ind” each and every one o f  us.

Figure 12. A  “sm all-world” netw ork, adap ted  from  Strogatts and  W atts (1998). Note 
the gap in the bo ttom  left corner, which implies a  Prim e M over for the network.
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R ecord ing  Practice renders the m etaphor o f “sm all-world netw ork theory” an 

operational and  practical fact o f m usical com m unications. A  person m ay only 

m anipulate sound reproduction  technology and, there th rough , transduction  to m ake or 

hear a m usic recording. Thus, they have only a lim ited set o f things to say, and only a 

lim ited set o f ways o f saying anything, to begin with. I t  is, then , ultim ately sound 

reproduction  technology itself w hich is the “essence lying b eh ind” all musical 

com m unications as occur by R ecord ing  Practice. H u m an  specificity is only involved as 

a m eans o f  navigating the “sm all-world” netw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice, as a m anner o f 

choosing betw een th a t lim ited set o f  discursive agencies w ith w hich sound reproduction 

technology furnishes its users. In tu rn , each m om ent involved in  m aking o r hearing  a 

music recording becom es a  function o f  how  one operates a  particu la r variety o f 

technology. T h e  “essence lying b eh ind” all m usical com m unications as occur by 

R ecording Practice is always a kind o f technology and  a  technique w hich tha t 

technology objectifies, nam ely, sound reproduction  technology and  transduction.

SECTION FOUR

S u m m ary  & Conclusion.

In the final analysis, R ecord ing  Practice is technologically determ ined. All tha t 

can be said or h eard  by m aking o r hearing  a m usic record ing  is a  function o f w hat 

sound reproduction technology is m anufactured  to  be capable of, an d  w hat else it can be 

m ade to do. Sarnoffism simply canno t address this fact because, as M cL uhan notes,
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“it has never occurred  to.... Sarnoff th a t any technology could  do anything b u t add itself

on to w hat we already  a re ,” w hich is to say, the Sarnoffist thinks abou t technology only

instrum entally  (M cLuhan 1964, 12; his emphasis). Y et there  w ould be no R ecording

Practice, no m astering process, neither m aking no r hearing  m usic recordings, w ithout

sound reproduction  technology; but there is Recording Practice regardless o f who specifically does

each o f these things. As such, we “a d d ” ourselves onto sound reproduction  technology

through transduction, ju s t as such technology “adds” transduction  on to us, as an

unprecedented  com m unicative agency. In  M cL uhan ’s words:

physiologically, m an  in the norm al use o f  technology (or his variously extended 

body) is perpetually  m odified by it and  in tu rn  finds ever new ways o f  modifying 

his technology. M an becom es, as it w ere, the sex organs o f the m achine world, 

as the bee o f  the p lan t w orld, enabling it to fecundate and  to evolve ever new 

forms. T h e  m achine w orld reciprocates m an ’s love by expediting his wishes and  

desires, nam ely, in providing him  with w ealth (M cL uhan 1964, 51).
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What Is A Mix?
The “C on ten t” o f  the N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord in g  P ractice

O n e  o f  the first tim es M arshall M cL uhan spoke the w ords, “the m edium  is the

m essage,” was 3 M arch  1959, a t a gathering o f  m ore than  one thousand  educators a t a

conference in C hicago sponsored by the A m erican Association for H igher Education.

M cL uhan used this d ictum  to explain, in as succinct a m an n e r as possible, w hy it was

that, as far as the educators a t the conference were concerned, students seem ed less

interested in learn ing  how  to read  th an  ever before. M cL uhan 's answ er was both

profoundly simple —  i.e., “blam e television” —  and  com plex. Indeed , it was

M cL uhan’s conten tion  that, as S tephanie M cL uhan and D avid  Staines argue, “the

electronic revolution o f  television has m ade the teacher the p rov ider no longer o f

inform ation b u t o f  insight, and the student no t the consum er b u t the  co-teacher, since

he has already am assed so m uch inform ation outside the classroom ” (M cLuhan and

Staines 2003, 1). In  M cL uhan ’s words:

T aken  in the long run, the m edium  is the message. So th a t w hen, by  group 

action, a  society evolves a new m edium  like p rin t o r telegraph  o r photo  o r radio, 

it has earned  the right to express a  new message. A nd  w hen  we tell the young 

that this new  message is a th rea t to the old message o r m edium , we are telling 

them  th a t all we are striving to do in ou r united social an d  technical lives is 

destructive o f all th a t they hold dear. T he  young can  only conclude tha t we are 

not serious. A nd  this is the m eaning o f the decline o f  a tten tion .... I t w ould be 

easy to explain an d  confirm  this point historically. P rin t sim ply w iped ou t the 

m ain m odes o f oral education that had  been devised in the G reco-R om an  w orld 

and transm itted  with the phonetic a lphabet and  the m anuscrip t th roughou t the 

m edieval period. A nd it ended  that 2,500 year pa tte rn  in a  few decades. T oday  

the m onarchy  o f  p rin t has ended, and  an  oligarchy o f  new  m edia  has usurped
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m ost o f  the pow er o f tha t five hundred  year old m onarchy  T o  trea t [media]

as hum ble servants (audiovisual aids) o f ou r established conventions would be 

as fatal as to use an  X -ray  un it as a  space heater (M cLuhan 2003, 3-4).

Five years later, in 1964, M cL uhan expanded his dictum  to encom pass a  global

definition o f  the m edia, and  a still convincing —  though largely m isunderstood —

grand narrative o f  hum an ity ’s relation to the m edia, w hich spans h um an  history from

the tim e o f  the  wheel to the age o f Sputnik and satellites. T h e  result was M cL uhan ’s

now classic opener to Understanding Media: the Extensions o f M an  (1964), “T h e  M edium  is

the M essage.” W hether o r no t readers agreed w ith the claim s abou t the m edia which

M cL uhan m ade in this essay, the prim ary  thesis abou t the m edia  w hich M cLuhan

advances in it was, by alm ost every account, startling:

In a cu lture like ours, long accustom ed to splitting an d  dividing all things as a 

m eans o f  control, it is sometimes a bit o f  a  shock to  be rem inded  that, in 

operational and  practical fact, the m edium  is the message. T his is m erely to 

say th a t the personal and  social consequences o f  any m edium  —  th a t is, o f  any 

extension o f  ourselves —  result from  the new scale th a t is in troduced  into our 

affairs by each  extension o f ourselves, o r by any new  technology. Thus, with 

au tom ation , for exam ple, the new patterns o f h u m an  association tend  to 

elim inate jobs, it is true. T h a t is the negative result. Positively, autom ation 

creates roles for people, which is to say depth  o f  involvem ent in their work and 

hum an  association tha t our preceding m echanical technology had  destroyed. 

M any people w ould be disposed to say tha t it was n o t the m achine bu t w hat one 

did w ith the m achine tha t was its m eaning o r m essage. In  term s o f the ways in 

which the m achine altered our relations to one a n o th e r and  to  ourselves, it 

m attered  no t in the least w hether it tu rned  out cornflakes o r Cadillacs 

(M cLuhan 1964, 7-8).
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W hile M cL u h an ’s dictum  is now chiefly claim ed to obfuscate the role that 

people play in determ ining  —  or, a t the very least, in shaping —  a m ed ium ’s social 

consequences, M cL u h an ’s poin t was, as Niels W eber puts it, “far m ore boring” than  

this criticism  implies (W eber 2003, 238). “Like M arx  and  Engels, w ho had  to work 

through the ideologies o f  superstructure in o rder to find o u t abou t the basic structures o f 

econom ic and  technical conditions,” M cL uhan claim ed th a t “over all the sounds and 

colorful images o f  sem antics [,]” m edia theorists “m ust no t forget ‘w hat is real’,”

“namely, the m edia  itse lf’ (W eber 2003, 236).

In  fact, M cL uhan ’s prim ary aim  in describing the m edium  as “the message” 

was simply to clarify that, in K ittler’s words, “m edia define o u r situation” and, as such, 

“deserve a  descrip tion” by m edia theorists (Kittler 1999, 1). T h a t is, in claim ing the 

m edium  as “the m essage,” and  not w hat the m edium  is used to com m unicate,

M cL uhan ultim ately sought to clarify that, re tu rn ing  to Niels W eber, “a  person wishing 

to look into things closely will be unable to avoid technology” (W eber 2003, 234). 

“Consequently ,” Friedrich K ittler continues, “those messages o r m eanings w ith which 

com m unications technologies literally fit ou t so-called souls for the duration  o f  a 

technical epoch  do not count; all th a t counts, strictly according to M cL uhan, is their 

switchings, this schem atism  o f  perception in general” (K ittler 1999, 5). O u r “situation 

becom es recognizable,” then, only if analysts o f R ecord ing  Practice “succeed in hearing 

the circuit d iagram  itself in the synthesizer sounds o f  a com pact disc or in seeing the 

circuit d iagram  itself in the laser storm  o f  the discotheque” (K ittler 1999, 10).

Indeed, M cL uhan did not claim  that the “con ten t” o f  m edia  was, no r should be, 

im m aterial to analysis. In  fact, he claim ed ju s t the opposite. T o  M cL uhan ’s m ind, the 

m ateriality o f  com m unications should always be a t the forefront o f  analysts’ concerns. 

After all, he w ould later claim , a m edium  is finally noth ing  m ore th an  raw  m aterials
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which people sculpt into m eaningful patterns to figure o r “m ake” com m unications.

M ark Pattison understood  this already in 1875:

W riters are ap t to flatter themselves th a t they  are  not, like the  m en o f action, 

the slaves o f circum stance. T hey  th ink they can  w rite w h a t an d  w hen they 

choose. But it is no t so. W hatever we m ay th ink and  schem e, as soon as we 

seek to produce o u r thoughts o r schemes to o u r fellow m en, we are involved in 

the same liabilities to failure o r half-m easures as we are in life and action (cited 

in Inn is l9 5 0 , 60).

T h a t is, as M arshall M cL uhan w rote to G. E. Stearn:

T here  is a kind o f  illusion in the w orld we live in tha t com m unication  is 

som ething th a t happens all the tim e, th a t it’s norm al.... Actually, 

com m unication  is an  exceedingly difficult activity. In  the sense o f a  m ere point- 

to-point correspondence betw een w hat is said, done and  though t and  felt 

betw een people —  this is the rarest th ing in the world. I f  there  is the slightest 

tangential a rea  o f  touch, agreem ent, and  so on am ong  people, that is 

com m unication in a big way. T h e  idea o f com plete identity  is unthinkable.

M ost people have the idea o f  com m unication  as som ething m atching betw een 

w hat is said and  w hat is understood. In actual fact, com m unication  is making.

T h e  person w ho sees o r heeds or hears is engaged in m aking a response to a 

situation which is mostly o f his own fictional invention (cited in Cavell 2002, 5).

As such, the “raw  m aterials” which people sculpt to m ake “content(s),” and  the  

too ls/com m unications technologies they exploit to take recourse to those “ raw 

m aterials” in the first instance, play a  constitutive role in com m unications. T hey  

determ ine which “contents” can be sculpted into, o r perceived as, “com m unications.” 

Thus, to study the sound reproduction m edium , for instance, one m ust no t only, again , 

“succeed in hearing  the circuit d iagram  itself in the synthesizer sounds o f a com pact 

disc” bu t also “hear the circuit d iagram ” o f the com pact disc itself, even while it is 

silent (Kittler 1999, 10).
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Indeed , the m edium  is “the m essage” because “m essages,” or “contents,” are

literally sculptures o f  m atter. Because all m atter is finite, all m edia  offer only a finite

set o f possible configurations and , thus, a finite set o f com m unicable “contents.” In

other w ords, m edia are, a t base, lim ited inventories o f com m unicable “contents” or

“term s.” It was, according to M cL uhan, simply essential th a t analysts o f  the m edia find

ways to com e to  term s w ith this fact. A fter all:

I f  the form ative pow er in the m edia are the m edia them selves, th a t raises a  host 

o f large m atters th a t can only be m entioned  here, a lthough they deserve 

volumes. N am ely, th a t technological m edia are  staples o r na tu ra l resources, 

exactly as are coal and  cotton and  oil. A nybody will concede th a t a  society 

whose econom y is dependen t upon  one o r two m ajor staples like cotton, or 

grain, o r lum ber, o r fish, or cattle is going to have some obvious social patterns 

o f organization as a result. Stress on a  few m ajor staples createsextrem e 

instability in the econom y.... for a society configured by reliance on a few 

com m odities accepts them  ass a social bond  quite as m uch as the m etropolis 

does the press. C o tton  and  oil, like rad io  and  T V , becom e ‘fixed charges’ on the 

entire psychic life o f  the com m unity. A nd this pervasive fact creates the unique 

cultural flavor o f any society (M cLuhan 1964, 22).

R oad  M ap to  C hapter Three.

In this chapter, I a ttem pt to inventory the b road  contours o f  those “possible” 

terms with which the sound reproduction  m edium  furnishes those w ho use it to engage 

in R ecording Practice. T o  m y m ind, all th a t one m ay ever h ear by record  reception is a 

mix —  that is, sound arranged  in space som ehow  —  and, thus, all th a t one m ay ever 

make by undertak ing  record  innovation is a sculpture o f  m echanical, electric, 

electrom agnetic o r digital code, which represents a mix.
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In  Section 1 o f  this chap ter, I study the m ix and  the m ixing process. In  tu rn , I 

devise a  tool, w hich I call a  “m ix com pass,” for visually objectifying a mix in o rder to 

analyze it. In  the process, I argue tha t mixes are m anners o f  “hearing” m ore so than  

collections o f  genuine sonic phenom ena as such. In Section 2 , 1 argue that, ra ther than  

the neutral con ta iner o f sounds as which mixes are typically trea ted  by com m entators 

on R ecording Practice, mixes have the capacity  for semiosis, specifically, to signify the 

conspicuous presence o r conspicuous absence o f “sound fidelity” (or, “docum entary  

authority”) as a p roperty  o f w hichever sound a mix “hears.” I then  attem pt to 

dem onstrate the operational impossibility o f “sound fidelity” in R ecord ing  Practice; 

tha t “sound fidelity” is som ething w hich m ay only be signified, never achieved. Finally, 

in Section 3 , 1 study record  reception as the final m om ent in the m ixing process, 

because it is only during  record  reception tha t a mix reaches fru ition  as sound. I also 

argue that a strict focus upon m usic recordings as “texts,” in the poststructural and 

postm odern senses o f the term , tends to obscure the fact th a t R ecord ing  Practice 

constitutes a  m usical in terpellation o f  transduction —  and, there th rough , o f  sound 

reproduction technology —  m ore so than  an “extension” o f  “Live” o r “C oncert” 

exchange into the realm  o f  mass production.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



SECTION ONE

-174-

M ix: L isten in g  P o s itio n /P a s t Tense A u ra l N a rra tive  o f  Sonic Phenom ena.

W henever a m usic recording sounds, two things are heard  simultaneously: (i) 

sound in particu lar and  (ii) a certain  spatial a rrangem ent o f  th a t sound. The sound which 

record reception makes cannot exist but in such an arrangement. T hus, one only ever hears a mix 

by record  reception, n o t a  genuine sonic phenom enon as such.

T his is the case even if a m usic recording stores only a  single sequence o f 

transduceable code. A ny record “con ten t” only ever transduces spatially relative to 

transducers and , as such, constitutes a  mix. Consider, for exam ple, N ick D rake’s 

“H o rn ” (1972). T h e  fifth track on D rake’s classic Pink Moon (Island: 1972) LP, “H o rn ” 

is an instrum ental segue, played by D rake on an  acoustic guitar, w hich connects 

“W hich W ill” to “Things Behind the Sun ,” tracks four and  six respectively on Pink 

Moon. “H o rn ” consists o f  a  simple im provised m elody in C #  m inor, plucked over a 

tonic drone. H ow ever, “H o rn ” is no t ju st a collection o f  pitches m aking some kind o f 

melody, harm ony  and  counterpoint. It is also a collection o f  pitches m aking some kind 

o f melody, harm ony  and  counterpoint, which are situated som ew hat stereo left o f  center 

and which fade ou t during  the last four seconds.

Indeed, a m ix is opaque. W hat one hears by record  reception is a  mix, which is to 

say, sound fixed in space somehow. This is always the case.

A rranging sound in space to m ake some kind o f “m usical” sense, every music 

recording constructs a particu lar listening position w henever it is given a  record 

reception. A  mix is th a t listening position, which is w hy I argue th a t a  mix “hears.” 

Furtherm ore, by “hearing ,” each mix situates record  receivers in relation to w hat they
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hear, w hich is only ever w hat a  mix “hears” first, accord ing  to certain  reception 

paradigm s.

T h e  m ix for “C a n ’t Buy M e Love” (1964), for instance, creates a  listening 

position w hich  is “before,” and  “facing,” the Beatles. T h is m ix “hears” Paul 

M cC artney’s vocal track furthest in front, slightly ahead  o f  G eorge H arriso n ’s and  Jo h n  

L ennon’s electric and  acoustic guitars, M cC artney’s bass track and  R ingo S tar’s 

drum s. In  so doing, it “hears” T he  Beatles perform  such th a t Paul M cC artney’s vocals 

are always spatially prioritized. T he reception paradigm  w hich this m ix —  that is, 

which this spatial prioritization o f sound —  borrow s from , is th a t w hich obtains given 

the separation o f  perform er from  audience in the concert-hall division o f  stage 

(perform er’s space) from  seating (audience’s space).

Figure 13. Visual R endering  o f the M ix for the Beatles’s C a n ’t Buy m e Love” (1964)
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T h a t being said, this division is obviously idealized on  the  recording. Every 

record receiver is situated the sam e by the m ix for “C a n ’t Buy M e Love.” T h a t is, 

record  receivers must h ear G eorge H arrison  and  Jo h n  L ennon  perform  even while they 

are dead, for instance, and  always from  a front row  and  cen ter perspective.

Furtherm ore, the listening position w hich “C a n ’t Buy M e Love” constructs exists first 

as m echanical (i.e., on phonograph), electrom agnetic (i.e., on  L P  or audio cassette) or 

digital (i.e., on  com pact disc) code. T hus, it is characterized  by a potential for never 

being heard.

Indeed, “C a n ’t Buy M e Love” can only exist regardless o f  any record reception in 

particular, w hich is to say, it can  only exist for a  series o f potential transductions a t no 

m ore specific a tim e and  place th an  some point in the fu ture w herever sound 

reproduction technology happens to be. As w ith any mix, “C a n ’t Buy M e Love” is 

abstract enough to accom m odate any record receiver o r record  reception and , thus, no 

record receiver no r any record reception —  th a t is, no tim e, place o r person —  in 

particular.

M oreover, because a m ix can only be m ade by transducing , it m ust always be a 

prototype or a m ultiple instance o f  a prototype. T here  can be no m om ent o f  a m ix’s 

realization in particular, then, n o r any realization o f  a m ix w hich is fundam entally  

unlike every other. W hat can be said by a m ix is thus a m ultiple. Because each mix 

constitutes a listening position m ore so than  a  sonic phenom enon  per se, and because all 

one ever hears by a  music recording is a mix, record  reception does not result in 

constitution o f “a  composite im age o f an  apparently  unitary  m usical perfo rm ance,” as 

Z ak III and m any o ther analysts o f R ecord ing  Practice insist it does (Zak III 2001,

128). R ather, record  reception m ust result in the construction o f  a  past tense aural 

narrative o f  sonic phenom ena already heard , th a t is, a retelling o f  how  sound was heard .
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Every m usic recording transduces in the past tense. It is, in fact, impossible that 

record  receivers situate themselves in the context o f  sound production , that is, in 

sound’s present tense, during  and  by their record  receptions. T h ey  situate themselves, 

instead, in the context o f  w hat is curren tly  called, for lack o f  a  be tte r term , “sound 

reproduction ,” w hich is, a t one and  the same tim e, necessarily the context o f  sound 

reproduction  technology. Because people can only situate them selves in this context 

by exploiting sound reproduction  technology for m usical purposes, record  receivers are 

always lim ited to the context o f such technology.

U ltim ately, then , a mix is the form  that anything takes w hich is m ade by sound 

reproduction technology. It is sim ply skewed tow ards specifically “m usical” purposes 

by R ecord ing  Practice.

M ixing: Scu lp ting  “S torage-State D ata. ”

M ixing is consciously m aking a  mix. As noted, every m usic record ing  is m ixed, 

even if not every record  innovation involves a conscious m ixing process. As long as 

record innovation happens, then , so, too, does m ixing. Likewise, as long as there has 

been record reception, there has been transduction o f  mixes. T hus, m ixing’s historical 

developm ent should follow that o f  R ecord ing  Practice itself.

Acoustic Mixing

T he first kind o f  m ixing in R ecord ing  Practice was so-called “acoustic m ixing.” 

This is m ixing undertaken  in the m aterial presence o f  so-called “acoustic,” or 

“m echanical,” sound reproduction  technologies (i.e., phonographs, graphophones, 

gram ophones, etcetera). As a num ber o f com m entators have a lready  noted , the
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preem inence o f “acoustic” m ixing in R ecord ing  Practice runs from  roughly 1889 to 

1925, w hich is w hen newly in troduced  electrom agnetic generations o f  sound 

reproduction  technology —  nam ely, electric m icrophones —  allowed m ixing a space in 

the record innovation process as a productive procedure in its ow n right.32 In  fact, as 

Albin J .  Zak III explains, it was no t until “m ultitrack record ing  gradually  becam e 

standard” th a t “ the distinction betw een recording and m ixing as separate stages o f  a 

project grew ” (Zak III 2001, 128).

“A coustic” m ixing took place during  tracking, th a t is, while record  innovators 

procured “storage-state” d a ta  to sculpt into a music recording. R eco rd  innovators 

m ixed precisely as they p rocured  “storage-state” data, then . A t this point, given the 

technical lim itations o f  so-called “acoustic” or “m echanical” sound reproduction  

technology, innovators h ad  no choice b u t do this. T hey  had  to form  often awkward 

arrangem ents a round  one o r m ore recording bells, o r “sound cap tu re  devices,” to ensure 

tha t the code they m ade w ould transduce to record  receivers from  the aural perspective 

o f a generally desirable mix.

Again, how ever, whenever people procure “storage-state” da ta , no t only w hen 

they do so via “acoustic” o r “m echanical” sound reproduction  technology, they also 

“m ix” it. This is simply especially clear w hen people use record ing  bells and  other 

“m echanical” o r “acoustic” sound reproduction  technologies to p rocure  data. T he 

position of the so-called “sound capture devices” to the sounds they  “cap tu re”

32 For further commentary on microphone positioning, and the influence of the electric 

microphone on Recording Practice, see, for instance, Jacques Attali, Noise: the Political 

Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi and with an afterword by Susan McClary. 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989); and Michael Chanan, Repeated Takes: A 

Short History of Recording And Its Effects on Music. (New York: Verso, 1995).
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inevitably colours the code which is thereby acquired w ith spatial inform ation such as, 

for instance, degrees o f  reverberation, echo and  delay. T hus, it is n o t so m uch tha t “the 

m any  and  varied  approaches tha t recordists take to m ixing reflect the sam e issues as 

o ther aspects o f  the record-m aking process —  style o f music, personal preferences, 

contingencies on  the project, and  so forth” (Zak III 2001, 143). R a ther, “the m any and  

varied approaches th a t recordists take to m ixing” reflect, in the first instance, which 

kind(s) o f sound reproduction  technology they use to m ake a  m usic recording.

Microphone Positioning 

T h e  p resen t equivalent o f acoustic m ixing is m icrophone positioning. As noted, 

w hen a  m icrophone transduces sonic phenom ena as “storage-state” data , its position 

relative to the site o f  sound production during this process modifies the “storage-state” 

d a ta  which is thereby  m ade with sonic m arkers o f distance such as, for instance, 

degrees o f reverberation  o r the conspicuous absence o f reverberation , echo and delay. 

This is always the case.

It is no t surprising, then, tha t acoustic m ixing has developed into a  series o f 

conventions an d  rules concerning w here m icrophones are positioned to the site o f  sound 

production du ring  tracking. Indeed, in this form , acoustic m ixing currently  precedes 

w hat’s now called “the m ixing process” during record  innovation; it figures in the 

record innovation process during procurem ent o f  “storage-state” d a ta  (i.e., during 

tracking), and  is m ostly undertaken  by record innovators to co lour and  shape th a t d a ta  

ra ther than  to consciously spatialize it.
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Figure 14. Position o f  m ixing relative to m icrophone positioning in cu rren t practices o f 
record innovation.

tracking mixing

record reception

microphone positioning

M icrophone positioning is now, in fact, a  key activity in record  innovation. As

such, certain  conventions or rules for “good” m icrophone positioning have obtained.

As Z ak  III explains:

T h e  subtle a rt o f  m icrophone placem ent is nearly  as im portan t a  factor in the 

rendering  o f the sonic im age as m icrophone design, and  recordists continually 

refine and  expand their technique through  experim entation . T he  placem ent 

determ ines the degree and type o f  coloration and  defines the  relationship 

betw een source sound and room  sound. C onsiderations include not only the 

m icrophone’s orientation to the sound source —  as defined by distance and 

angle —  and  the acoustic characteristics o f the room , b u t also the m icrophone’s 

sound-gathering properties (Zak III 2001, 110).

Obviously, which kind o f m icrophone(s) record  innovators use during  tracking 

will also shape the d a ta  they procure. As Zak III notes, “the subtle a rt o f m icrophone 

placem ent is nearly as important a factor in the rendering  o f  [a] sonic im age as m icrophone
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design” (Zak III 2001, 110). Indeed, m icrophones ultim ately “h e a r” sonic phenom ena 

in accordance w ith the polar pa ttern  o f  their transducing m echanism s (i.e., their 

“d iaphragm s”) w hich, in tu rn , determ ine their response to  the sonic phenom ena th a t 

reaches their d iaphragm s from  different directions. T his operational and practical fact 

o f m icrophone technology limits —  and, in so doing, determines —  w hich kind(s) o f 

“spatial in form ation” can, in the first instance, be added  to “storage-state” data  during  

tracking.

T he  three basic m icrophone polarities are: “un id irectional” (including cardioid, 

supercardioid and  hypercardioid), “om nidirectional” and  “bid irectional.” C ardioid  

unidirectional m icrophones, for instance, “h e a r” sonic phenom ena  w hich is directly in 

front o f the d iaphragm  and  slightly on either side, “th inn ing” sonic phenom ena w hich 

reaches it from  locations outside this field. O m nidirectional m icrophones “h ear” sonic 

phenom ena located anyw here around  them , while bidirectional m icrophones “h e a r” 

sonic phenom ena which reaches them  from  directly in fron t o r behind.

“A  m icrophone’s po lar pattern , frequency response characteristics, and 

placem ent, are all factors in its tim bral effect,” according to Zak III  (Zak III 2001, 143). 

A  good illustration o f this has to do w ith unidirectional and  bidirectional m icrophones. 

Both m icrophones, w hen situated in close proxim ity to the sound source(s) during  

transduction, amplify the bass frequencies they “hear.” T his, accord ing  to Zak III, can 

“create a muffled boom iness th a t requires filtering” o r “a  w arm  intim acy to a vocal 

perform ance,” depending upon how the m icrophones are  spaced. (Such “use,” o f 

course, models a  creative deploym ent —  and, thereby, acknow ledgm ent —  o f  

“technological determ inism ” in the record  innovation process, as does m icrophone 

positioning in general and  its “acoustic” o r “m echanical” cousin: acoustic mixing.)
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Multitrack Mixing

By now, m ixing proceeds by the so-called “M ultitrack P arad igm .” T his is a

m an n er o f  considering m usic innovation in term s o f  “parallel parts o r tracks which m ay

then  be m ixed or re-recorded  independently” (W hite 1997, 310-311). In short, the

“M ultitrack P arad igm ” is a “w ay o f  considering,” specifically, m usic innovation in

term s o f w hat m ultitrack m ixing consoles can do. As Zak III explains, “a track’s final

form  is arrived at th rough  a series o f  evolutionary steps.... to m ixing, which finishes the

process,” and , “thus, the w ork’s specificity is developed by degrees” (Zak III  2001,

128). W ith the em ergence o f the “M ultitrack P arad igm ,” and , thus, o f  those

generations o f sound reproduction  technology upon  which th a t parad igm  is predicated,

“two things h appened ,” according to Brian Eno:

Y ou got an  additive approach  to recording, the idea th a t com position is the 

process o f  add ing  m ore.... [and] in-studio com position, w here you no  longer 

come to the studio with a  conception o f  the finished piece. Instead, you com e 

with actually a  ra ther bare  skeleton o f  the piece, o r perhaps w ith noth ing  at all.... 

You begin to think in term s o f  putting som ething on, p u tting  som ething else on, 

trying this on top o f  it, an d  so on, then  taking some o f  the original things off, or 

taking a  m ixture o f  things off, and  seeing w hat y ou’re left w ith —  actually 

constructing a  piece in the  studio (Eno 1983, 57).

How ever, m ultitrack m ixing is impossible w ithout “storage-state” d a ta  to 

m anipulate. M ultitrack m ixing is, then, m anipulating  “storage-state” data , ju s t as it is 

a  m anner o f  considering the m anipulation  o f d a ta  a  “m usical” act. M ultitrack  m ixing 

simply must com e after p rocurem ent o f “storage-state” data , then , du ring  the record 

innovation process. T hus, w hat is currently  called “m ixing” —  w h a t is m ore 

accurately called “m ultitrack m ixing” —  constitutes the penu ltim ate  phase o f the 

record innovation process, com ing after tracking and  before m astering.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-183-

As noted , how ever, the m ultitrack m ixing “phase” o f  record  innovation is 

mostly undertaken  by record  innovators to approxim ate the experience o f  hearing a 

m usical perform ance from  an aural perspective which is spatially fixed in relation to  the 

site o f  sound production . It is, in fact, generally deployed by record  innovators to 

construct an  aural perspective to sonic phenom enon w hich is analogous to tha t which 

obtains betw een perfo rm er and listener in the setting o f  a  “Live” o r “C oncert” 

exchange. U ltim ately, then , m ultitrack m ixing m ust be no m ore, no  less than  an 

in terpolation o f  certa in  “live” reception paradigm s into R ecord ing  Practice as a 

p roduction value.

Paul W hite’s advice to beginning record innovators perhaps best dem onstrates 

the degree to w hich this “live” reception paradigm  has been in terpo lated  into R ecord ing  

Practice. W hite suggests the following criteria for m aking a  m ix, all o f  which com bine 

to construe a  spatial prioritization o f sound which resem bles th a t w hich obtains in a 

“live” setting:

Situate bass instrum ents and  bass drum s to the centre o f  the mix. Snare drum s 

tend  also to w ork best w hen panned  near the centre b u t the  tom s and  overhead 

mics m ay be spread  (not too widely), from  left to right. K eep  the lead vocals 

close to the cen tre  o f the m ix as they are the focus o f the perform ance, bu t 

experim ent w ith positioning backing vocals on the side. W hen  you pan an 

instrum ent aw ay from  the centre o f the mix, d o n ’t always feel you have to go 

hard  left o r right. T ry  to pain t a  picture with your sounds spreading across the 

stereo stage, w ith key sounds nearest the centre, supporting  sounds panned  to 

either side, an d  artificial reverberation panned  the w idest.... Use your discretion 

w hen pann ing  the outputs from  stereo effects units such as delays and chorus 

units. C onsider panning  them  over ju st ha lf o f  the stereo soundstage —  

betw een dead  centre and hard  left, for exam ple (W hite 1997, 18).
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Indeed , m ultitrack m ixing is technologically determ ined , in th a t it is enabled, in

toto, by the capacities o f  m ultitrack mixers. M ultitrack m ixing simply canno t be done

w ithout m ultitrack  m ixers. In  w hich case, m ultitrack m ixing is exploiting any “device

for com bining  two or m ore audio signals,” as Paul W hite argues (W hite 1997, 310).

F urtherm ore , as W hite continues:

A  studio m ixer m ust serve two functions; during  record ing  [read: p rocurem ent of 

‘code] it facilitates signals from  m icrophones and  instrum ents to be routed to 

specific tracks on a m ultitrack recorder and  along the  way, it allows you to set 

the record ing  levels and  EQ_. O nce  you have recorded  your first lot o f  tracks, 

these need to be m onitored som ehow so you can play along w ith w hat you’ve 

a lready  recorded. Being able to h ear w hat you’ve already  recorded  is the very 

essence o f m ultitrack as it allows your recording to be built up  using layers o f 

overdubs (W hite 1997, 18).

M ixers: O p era tion a l an d  P ractica l L im ita tio n s.

T h e  nu m b er o f  signals which a  m ixing console com bines is generally even.

M ost cu rren t generations com bine 2, 4, 8, 16 o r 32 signals, though digital m ixers can 

com bine a  theoretically unlim ited num ber.

All the “storage-state” d a ta  that com prises a finished m usic recording, which is 

m ixed according to the m ultitrack paradigm , passes th rough  how ever m any signals as 

a  m ultitrack m ixing console combines. T hereby , each  un it o f  this code is rendered 

vulnerable to m anipulation  by each capacity o f  a m ultitrack m ixer, o f  which there are 

seven tha t rem ain , to this day, integral to the m ixing “phase” : (i) C hannel, (ii) Fade, (iii) 

Pan, (iv) E Q , (v) M u te /S o lo , (vi) Effect and  (vii) Bussing.
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Channel. A  m ultitrack m ixer is divided into as m any “discrete” channels as 

signals it is capable o f com bining. T hus, on a 4-track m ixer —  which is any 

m ixer capable o f  com bining 4 discreet units o f code as 4 discrete “signals” —  

there will be 4 discrete channels. E ach o f these channels corresponds to an  unit 

or units o f  code. T hey  render each un it o f  code as passes through them  

am enable to Fading, Panning, E qualization, M uting  o r Soloing, Effecting and 

Bussing.

Fade. Fade is the volum e at which an  un it o f  code transduces during  and by 

record  reception, o r the volum e o f an  un it o f  code during  and  by record  reception 

relative to  all the o ther units with w hich it is stored. Fade is determ ined by 

exploiting faders on a  mixer.

A  fader is a sliding poten tiom eter on  a m ixer w hich allows record  

innovators to determ ine the dynam ic level o f  a un it o r units o f  code which are 

inputted  into one o f the m ixer’s channels. In  laym an’s term s, a fader is a  track ’s 

“volum e.” T here  is also a fader on every m ixer w hich allows record  innovators 

to determ ine a dynam ic range for all the units o f code w hich pass through.
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Figure 15. Typical m ixing board , schem atized according to the layout for M ackie 
O nyx 1620 Firewire E nhanced  A nalog M ixer, w ith “core” functions noted.
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Paw. T h e  pan function o f a  m ixer controls the horizontal situation o f code w hen 

it is transduced. Pann ing  to the left is situating code horizontally  left. Panning 

to the right is the opposite. W herever a  track pans is de term ined  by exploiting 

pan  pots on  a  m ixer.

A  pan pot is a  knob which typically appears on  each channel o f a m ixer. It 

m ay be twisted to the left o r right. In  doing this, record  innovators move units 

o f code to horizontal locations w ithin the stereo spectrum  corresponding to 

w here the pan  po t is twisted. I f  a  pan  pot is twisted furthest to the left and all 

the o th er p an  pots are twisted hard  right, for exam ple, the form er unit o f  code is 

fixed furthest horizontally  to the left o f  all the units o f  code w ith which it is 

stored on a m usic recording, which all sound to the right, du ring  and  by record  

reception.

EQ. E Q , o r the “equalization” function o f  a  m ultitrack m ixing console, 

determ ines the frequency range according to w hich units o f  code are  fixed to 

transduce. O n e  “equalizes” an unit o f  code by foregrounding  (i.e., “boosting”) 

or lessening (i.e., “cu tting”) certain  frequencies.

Use o f the EQjtots on a  m ixer allows record innovators to determ ine 

which frequencies on a track(s) will be foregrounded o r lessened during  record 

reception.
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M ute/Solo. M ute and Solo are two different functions o f  a  m ixer. T h ey  enable 

record  innovators to determ ine w hether an  unit o f  code will sound alone (i.e., 

“solo”), if  a t all (i.e., “m u te”).

I f  the mute button is depressed, a  signal is “cu t” from  o r b a rred  access to 

w hichever “storage” m edium  record innovators use. T hereby , it is barred  from  

ever being  hea rd  during record reception. If  the sob  button is depressed, on the 

o ther hand , all o ther signals are barred  access; the “soloed” track(s) sounds 

alone. G enerally , however, these functions are useful for isolating o r cutting a 

track o r tracks to check their balance o r E Q during the m ulti track  m ixing 

process.

Effect. T h e  effect function o f a m ixer determ ines the degree to w hich sound 

processing will perm eate one or all units o f code w hich pass through  a mixer.

By sending (i.e ./‘bussing”) a signal th rough an ou tp u t socket to an effects 

processor —  “a device for treating an audio signal in o rd er to change it in some 

creative w ay ,” as Paul W hite explains —  and then back  from  the processor to 

the m ixer th rough  an effects “re tu rn ,” the sent (i.e., “bussed”) and  “effected”

(i.e., “re tu rn ed ”) units o f code are fed back into the m ultitrack  m ixing console 

through e ither the same o r discreet channels, and  then  passed through  to the 

“storage” m edium  (White 1997, 297). Sound processes m ost often used to alter 

signals include, for example: (i) chorus, w hich doubles a  signal and  adds delay 

and pitch m odulations to it; (ii) digital delay, w hich feeds an  un it o f  code into a 

digital processor tha t creates echo effects; (iii) flange, w hich m odulates and  adds 

delay to an  un it o f  code; and (iv) phase, w hich com bines an  un it o f code w ith a 

phase-shifted version o f  itself.
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T h e  effect pot enables record innovators to determ ine a  dynam ic relation 

betw een “bussed” and “ re tu rned” units o f “storage-state” d a ta  w hen they are 

fed through  the sam e channel on a m ultitrack m ixing console. In  exploiting the 

effect pot, record  innovators determ ine to w hat degree a un it o f  code is 

p erm eated  by its processed double on  the final mix.

Figure 16. Effects “sending” and  “retu rn ing” schem atized accord ing  to typical channel 
on a m ixer board , w ith effects pots isolated.
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All told, the Fade, Pan , E Q , M u te /S o lo , Effect an d  Bussing functions o f a 

m ultitrack m ixing console enable record  innovators to determ ine a  past tense aural 

narrative o f  sonic phenom ena  as the “con ten t” o f a  m usic record ing  (i.e., as a particu lar 

sculpture o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital code). Every mix, then , is 

constructed by record  innovators in the fu ture im perfect tense (i.e., as “could be heard  

as”), th rough  p roper consum ption o f a m ultitrack m ixer, m icrophones a n d /o r  

“acoustic” or “m echanical” sound reproduction  technologies. H ow ever, such d a ta  only 

transduces for record  receivers in the past tense (i.e., as “was hea rd  as”), and , again, 

only th rough  p roper consum ption o f sound reproduction  technology. As such, m ixing in 

all its form s —  w hich is to say, R ecord ing  Practice in its entirety  —  excises sound’s 

present tense (i.e., sound production) from  m usical com m unications.

M ix C om pass.

W estern notation  cannot objectify a m ix for purposes o f  analyzing it. N otation  

is, after all, a prescriptive technology w hich was m ade for the express purpose o f 

reasoning and  objectifying sonic phenom ena as such, m ade u nder the auspices o f  sound 

production.

A mix is three dim ensional. It determ ines an  aural perspective to sound, by 

which sound is conveyed to record receivers during and  by record  receptions, no t a 

linear sequence o f  sound events per se. Obviously, then , W estern  no tation  explains 

nothing o f how sonic phenom ena is in the first instance encoded  in R ecord ing  Practice 

(i.e., as m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital code) no r how  th a t code is 

decoded as sound by record receivers (i.e., th rough transduction  o f  record  “contents”). 

Indeed, W estern notation  doesn’t claim  to do this.
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In light o f  this, I have devised m y own m eans o f representing, in visual term s, 

the aural perspective o f a  mix. I call this tool a “m ix com pass,” because it offers 

directional inform ation as to  w here a m ix locates sonic phenom ena  in relation to itself. 

T he  “mix com pass” is thus m ean t to aid analysts in clarifying mixes for purposes o f 

analyzing them . Beyond this, the “mix com pass” is also in tended  to clarify that w hat 

one hears by m usic recordings are past tense aural narratives o f  sonic phenom ena 

already “h e a rd ” m ore so th an  genuine sonic p h e n o m e n a . r e ,  ju s t as one sees a past 

tense (audio-)visual narrative o f  dram atic  events already “seen” w henever they w atch a 

movie ra ther th an  d ram atic  events per se.

T here  are  six com ponents o f a mix compass. T hese are (i) T h e  A uditory 

H orizon, (ii) T he  H orizon tal P lane (Com bined H o rizo n ta l/V ertica l Span), (iii) T he  

H orizontal Span, (iv) T h e  Proxim ity Plane, (v) T h e  V ertical Plane and  (vi) T h e  V ertical 

Span. Each mix is com prised o f  these six com ponents. T o  explain these com ponents, I 

will use the m ix for Pink Floyd’s “Speak T o  M e” (1973), w hich strikes m e as perfectly 

suited to this task.

“Speak To M e”: Sounds

C om posed by d rum m er Nick M ason, “Speak T o  M e” constitutes roughly the 

first m inute o f a  key artifact o f  R ecord ing  Practice, Pink F loyd’s Dark Side o f  the Moon 

(Capital: 1973) F P  (which, at the time o f writing, is the fourth  best selling and , a t 723 

weeks on the Billboard T o p  200, the second longest charting  m usic record ing  in the 

history o f Popular M usic’s convergence with R ecord ing  Practice). As the a lbum ’s 

opening track, “ Speak T o  M e” is divisible in to  three sections. Section O n e  runs to 

thirty-eight seconds. Section T w o runs from  thirty-eight seconds to one m inute and 

eleven seconds. Section T h ree  comprises the last five seconds o f  “Speak T o  M e.”
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T able  1. “Speak T o  M e” divided into three sections, w ith significant sound events 
noted (my transcription).

Section One (0:00-0:38) Section Two (0:38-1:11) Section Three (1:11-1:14

0:00 silence 
0:12 heartbea t 
0:31 stopw atches 
0:36 g randfa ther clock

0:38 “I ’ve been m adfor..."  
0:40 cash register 
0:47 “I ’ve always been..." 
0:51 laughter

0:55 pneum atic  d rill/ 
frequency drone 

1:11 m elodic scream s/ 
cym bal roll 

1:16 edit into “B reathe”

“Speak T o  M e” begins w ith silence (eleven seconds on C D , m ore o r less eleven 

seconds on vinyl L P  o r audio cassette). A  heartbea t then  fades to audibility. After 

ano ther twenty seconds, the ticking hands o f stopw atches fade in. T hese are  followed 

shortly by the pendu lum  swings o f a g randfather clock. B and road ie  Pete W atts then  

confesses, “I ’ve been madforjuckm gyears, absolutely years man, over the edge working with bands."

In  the m ean tim e, a looped cash register opens and  slam s shut a t an obsessive 

rate across the stereo spectrum . Je rry  Driscoll, the doorm an  a t A bbey R oad  Studios 

where Pink Floyd recorded  Dark Side o f  the M oon, then  says, “I ’ve always been mad, I  know 

I ’ve been mad, like most are.... Veiy hard to explain why y o u ’re mad, even ify o u ’re not mad," and  a 

loop o f  nervous, even deranged, laughter becom es audible. Som eth ing  like a  pneum atic  

drill fades in, coupled w ith an electronic frequency drone. T hese  two tracks are then  

pum ped to an  increasingly higher volum e such th a t they overtake all bu t C lare D anes’s 

melodic screams an d  a  cym bal roll, both  o f  which sound for the rem ain ing  five seconds 

over and above the rest o f “Speak T o  M e.”

After 1 m inu te  and  16 seconds, “Speak T o  M e” then  transitions seamlessly into 

“Breathe” (1973), w hich is the second track on D ark Side o f  the M oon.
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“Speak To M e ”: Interpretations 

As a collection o f  mostly “found sounds,” “Speak T o  M e” is m ost often 

explained, a t least in published accounts, as the first scene o f a narra tive  w hich all told 

comprises D ark Side o f  the M oon.33 T h e  rem aining tracks on  Dark Side o f  the Moon are 

thought to recount, via a  series o f “flashbacks,” the p ro tagonist’s encounters with w hat 

R oger W aters called “anti-life forces” (in order, au thority , parano ia , tim e, m oney and 

war), each o f  w hich is alleged th roughout the album  to exact an  universally deadening 

toll upon the psyche.

In this respect, an d  given a fam iliarity with Dark Side o f  the M oon as a  whole, 

“Speak T o  M e” constitutes a  sonic analogy for the a lbum ’s pro tagonist in medias mental 

collapse, as it w ere. T h e  sounds com prising the track am ble random ly  abou t the stereo 

spectrum  to analogize the protagonist’s sudden incapacity  to reason o r situate one 

sound in relation to ano ther according to their inheren t symbolic connotations. T he 

rem ainder o f  the tracks on the album  are thought to elucidate this collapse and, in so 

doing, to polem icize the capitalist m ode o f production as a highjacker o f  desire and, 

eventually, o f  sanity. D uring  “M oney” (1973), for instance, the fifth track on Dark Side o f  

the M oon, the a lbum ’s protagonist em erges as som ething like H erb e rt M arcuse’s “O ne- 

D im ensional M a n ” in the extrem e. O n  the a lbum ’s penultim ate  track, “T h e  G reat 

Gig in the Sky” (1973), the protagonist contem plates suicide, realizing th a t he’s 

achieved noth ing  b u t great w ealth (a cause for celebration, to m y m ind). By the tim e o f 

“T he  L unatic” (1973), the concluding track on Dark Side o f  the M oon , the protagonist has 

lost his m ind com pletely.

33 See, for example, Nicholas Schaffner, Saucerjul o f Secrets: the Pink Floyd Odyssey. (New York: 

Delta Trade Paperbacks, 1991): 174-177.
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Regardless o f how  one interprets the track  —  I ’ve always h eard  a childbirth 

from  the ch ild ’s perspective —  w hat one hears by “Speak T o  M e” is a  m ixing 

perform ance. Indeed , fundam entally, “Speak T o  M e” is about m ixing and, thus, musical 

in terpellation o f  sound reproduction technology (which is to say, it is abou t R ecording 

Practice). T h e  “found sounds” which mostly com prise “Speak T o  M e” are  only 

available to Pink Floyd through  practices and  technologies o f  sound reproduction. T he 

m anner by w hich M ason arranges these “found sounds,” and  the potential for a  listener 

to h ear them  in th a t specific arrangem ent again, are likewise only achievable thereby.

Above all, however, the listening position which the m ix for “Speak T o  M e” 

constructs —  w hich is ultim ately all that its receivers h ear —  m odels a “way of 

hearing” w hich is simply too spatially m obile to ram ify as any th ing  b u t a “way o f 

hearing” w hich is m ade for and  by sound reproduction  technology. T h roughou t “Speak 

T o  M e,” all b u t C lare D anes’s m elodic “scream s,” for instance, are  constantly faded to 

a h igher volum e such tha t they continually approach  record  receivers as the mix 

“hears” them  approach , which creates a spatial m etaphor for proxim ity and 

encroachm ent. T h e  tracks which com prise “Speak T o  M e” also oscillate variously 

from  left to right positions along the stereo spectrum , and  vice versa. These sounds, 

and their arrangem ents in the mix, are simply impossible to reproduce in a “live” 

context w ithout recourse to sound reproduction  technology.
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“Speak To M e ”: M ix  Compass 

Auditory Horizon. T he A uditory  H orizon  o f  “Speak T o  M e” is established at 

eleven seconds in to  the track, w hen the h eartbea t fades to  audibility. Behind 

th a t horizon  is silence. D ynam ic m ixing techniques such as fading thus 

establish and , crucially, in the first instance mean in relation to an auditory  

horizon, w hich constitutes the total horizontal and vertical span, o r 

“earsho t” /geograph ic-reach , o f  a mix.

T his earshot is specified w henever units o f  code are  m ixed to audibility 

during record  reception. I f  a track fades in, then, as w ith the  heartbeat in 

“Speak T o  M e,” for instance, the track begins its trek tow ards the auditory  

horizon from  behind  it. T h e  am oun t o f  silence before the horizon is breached  

represents a  certain  distance tow ards the aural perspective o f  a  mix w hich a 

recorded perform ance m ust travel to be heard . Conversely, if  a track fades out, 

as with, for exam ple, the heartbea t heard  during  “T h e  D ark  Side o f the M oon ,” 

which is the final track on Dark Side o f  the M oon , the track ends its trek past the 

auditory horizon, beyond the m ix’s earshot.

T h e  am ount o f tim e before the auditory  horizon is breached  represents a 

certain distance away from  the mix tha t sonic phenom ena  m ust travel to elude 

a m ix’s earshot.

Horizontal Plane. “H orizontal P lane” refers to the horizontal position o f  sonic 

phenom ena within a mix. T his plane is m ade by m anipu lating  pan pots on a 

m ultitrack m ixing console w hen code passes through it. A  track ’s position on 

the H orizontal Plane describes w hat degree left o r right o f  cen ter a  track is 

assigned to  pan. For exam ple, w hat I call th e “pneum atic  drill” and  “frequency
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d rone,” which sound a t fifty-five seconds into “Speak T o  M e,” are panned 

variously th roughou t their b rie f tw enty-one second existence. T h ey  oscillate 

betw een, ra the r th an  leap from , left to righ t positions along the H orizontal 

P lane, and  vice versa. In  so doing, they establish the H orizon ta l Plane o f 

“Speak T o  M e” and , in so doing, dem onstrate th a t the m ix for “Speak T o  M e” 

hears horizontally  in the first instance, and  how  it does so.

Figure 17. Pneum atic drill track as it moves along the H orizon tal P lane in Pink Floyd’s 
“Speak T o  M e” (my transcription).
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Horizontal Span. O bviously, the H orizontal Span o f a  m ix com pass describes the 

total w idth  o f  a  m ix’s horizontal plane (i.e., how “big” it is). T h e  H orizontal 

Span o f a  m ix is thus its total horizontal reach, its en tire  earsho t in horizontal 

term s. A  H orizon tal Span is m ade by panning  units o f  code left and  right of 

center, to construct distance betw een these units w hen they are  transduced  

during  and  by record  reception.

In  “Speak T o  M e,” the unit o f  code which M ason pans furthest to the 

right along the H orizon ta l Plane is the loop o f ticking clocks w hich becom es 

audible th irty-one seconds into the track. Sixteen seconds later, a m ale voice 

confesses th a t h e ’s “always been maap’ a t the furthest d istance left along the 

H orizon tal Plane o f  any  o ther tracks on “Speak T o  M e.” T hese  two units of 

“storage-state” da ta , w hen transduced, com bine to create  the H orizontal Span 

o f the m ix for “Speak T o  M e.”

Figure 18. H orizon ta l Span in Pink Floyd’s “ Speak T o  M e” (1973), as constituted by 
loop o f ticking clocks (0:31) an d  a  m ale confession o f m adness (0:47).
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Proximity Plane. Perhaps the m ost significant dim ension o f  a  m ix is its Proxim ity 

P lane, w hich describes the proxim ity o f sound in relation to  the distance betw een 

the listening position that the mix constructs and  the A udito ry  H orizon. 

Proxim ity is m ade by fading the dynam ic level o f  a un it o r  units o f  code higher 

o r lower. T h a t  is, one makes proxim ity each tim e they m ove a fader (i.e., 

potentiom eter) during m ixing. A  louder volum e m oves a  sound “closer” while a 

qu ieter volum e moves it “aw ay.” Thus, the Proxim ity P lane represents the 

capacity  o f  a  m ix to hear in depth , w ith the A uditory  H o rizon  as its limit.

In  “Speak T o  M e,” as w hat I call “the pneum atic  drill” pans along the 

H orizon tal P lane, it is also faded to a h igher volum e and , thereby, m oved closer 

to the listening position o f the mix along the Proxim ity P lane. By fading the 

track to an  increasingly h igher volum e th roughou t “Speak T o  M e,” M ason 

thereby  creates the illusion th a t the track is ever increasing in “proxim ity” and, 

thus, ever encroaching upon  the listener.

Figure 19. “Pneum atic  drill” track faded “closer” along the Proxim ity  Plane in “Speak 
T o  M e” (my transcription).
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Vertical Plane/Vertical Span. Alongside an A uditory  H orizon , an  H orizontal P lane, 

H orizon tal Span  and a  Proxim ity P lane, each m ix also has a V ertical Plane. As 

the  H orizon tal Plane and the H orizon tal Span together describe a m ix’s 

capacity  to hear horizontally, the V ertical Plane describes a  m ix’s capacity to 

h ea r vertically. As such, the total a rea  o f the V ertical P lane constitutes the 

V ertical Span o f  a mix, its entire capacity  to hear vertically.

V ertical positions in a m ix are given to an  unit o r  units o f “storage- 

state” da ta  by determ ining for them  a  relatively stable position along the 

H orizontal P lane and  the Proxim ity Planes. T h a t is, the V ertical Plane and  the 

V ertical Span are achieved o r “m ad e” w hen record  innovators exploit faders 

and  pan  pots on  a m ultitrack m ixing console in conjunction. T h e  resulting lack 

o f  H orizontal Plane and  Proxim ity P lane m otion  causes an  unit(s) o f  code to 

assum e a  particu lar vertical location on  the V ertical P lane in relation to the 

o ther units w ith which it transduces as sonic phenom enon. T h e  com bined 

vertical locations o f  all the units o f  code w hich com prise a m usic recording 

dem arcate a m ix’s capacity to h ear vertically, w hich is to say, its V ertical Span.

For exam ple, the loop o f  ticking clocks w hich is hea rd  by the mix o f 

“Speak T o  M e” to sound at a ha rd  right position along the  H orizontal Plane 

rem ains at a  relatively static position along the Proxim ity P lane in relation to 

the “pneum atic drill,” which approaches o r increases in “proxim ity” all the 

while it sounds. T hereby , the loop sounds “over and  above” everything else, 

which is to say, a t the “highest” position along the V ertical Plane o f  the m ix for 

“Speak T o  M e.” Conversely, “lowest” o f all tracks w hich the mix for “Speak 

T o  M e” “hears” is the m aniacal laughter; the laughter thus occupies the
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“lowest” position on the V ertical Plane o f  all the tracks on  “Speak T o  M e.” 

T ogether, the loop o f ticking clocks and  the m aniacal laughter constitute the 

V ertical Span  o f the m ix for “Speak T o  M e.”

Figure 20. “H eigh t” o r V ertical Plane and  V ertical Span o f  “Speak T o  M e,” as 
instantiated by loop o f ticking clocks and  m aniacal laughter (my transcription).

Com bined, the A uditory H orizon , the H orizontal P lane, the H orizontal Span, 

the Proxim ity Plane, the V ertical Plane and the V ertical Span  o f  a  m ix constitute an  aural 

perspective to sonic phenom ena, w hich is to say, a  listening position th a t is m ade by 

sonic phenom ena during and by record  reception, bu t w hich is n o t com prised o f  genuine 

sonic phenom ena as such (i.e., sound occupying one single tim e and  place w ith a clear
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source and  “m ortality” o r “decay”). These com ponents o f  the m ix compass 

approxim ate w hat the code which a  m usic recording stores will sound like during and  

by record  reception. U ltim ately, then , a  mix compass visually approxim ates a m anner 

o f “hearing” which is instantiated  w henever record  innovators m ake m usical use o f  the 

Fade, P an , E Q , M u te /S o lo , Effect and  Bussing functions o f  a  m ultitrack  m ixing 

console, and  w hat results w hen or if  it is given a  record reception.

Again, though, every m ix constitutes a m anner o f  “hearing” and , thus, m ay be 

considered in term s o f  a  m ix com pass, even if  its m anufacture does no t involve 

“m ultitrack m ixing.” Indeed , the A uditory H orizon , the H orizon ta l P lane, the 

H orizontal Span, the Proxim ity P lane, the V ertical Plane and  the  V ertical Span o f  the 

m ix com pass describe w hat’s “h e a rd ” whenever sonic phenom ena  is transduced  as 

“storage-state” da ta , and  vice versa, th a t is, whenever m usical “inform ation” is 

constituted under the auspices o f  sound reproduction.

SECTION TWO

Sound Fidelity: Fact an d  Fiction.

For all intents and  purposes, record  innovation ends w hen a  m ix is determ ined  

as a particular configuration o f  code. W hen  it is subjected to reco rd  receptions, each 

mix signifies a certain  relation betw een w hat it “hears” and  w hom  it “hears” for. T h a t 

is, by the sounds it m akes w hen it is given a transduction, each m ix posits a causal 

connection betw een the putative “original” speech act(s) it “hears” in a  particu lar 

m anner, and those for w hom  it does so. By its mix, then, every m usic recording
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ultim ately signifies the conspicuous presence o r absence o f  so-called “sound fidelity” —

successful o r failed “extension” or “prostheticizing” o f som e m usical com m unication(s)

to one or m ore receivers by w ay o f sound reproduction  technology.

T h a t being said, once sonic phenom ena is transduced  and  m ixed, it canno t exist

as sonic phenom ena  except by record reception. It is, in fact, only record  receivers who

realize w hat a  m ix represents (i.e., sound in particular). T h ey  m ake happen  the sonic

phenom enon in particu lar which record  innovators figure as code and , in so doing, enact

R ecording Practice ra th e r th an  simply “extend” “live” m usical exchange. R ecord

receivers do no t simply receive an u tterance which is preserved by sound reproduction

technology, then , bu t, ra ther, make an  u tterance from  silent code stored on certain

generations o f  sound reproduction  technology (i.e., m usic recordings). In which case,

“sound fidelity” canno t exist bu t as a fiction m ade by reco rd  reception. It m ay only be

signified, never achieved.

Such a view could result in a ra th e r solipsistic assertion, how ever; tha t is, that

record reception is unfettered , having little if  anything to do w ith record  innovation in

terms o f  stricture. In  w hich case, “sound fidelity” could be m ade by anyone from  any

music record ing  at any  tim e, depending  solely upon w ho listens. B ut sound fidelity is in

the first instance m ade by configuring “storage-state” d a ta  such that, w hen it is

subjected to record  receptions, the sonic phenom enon w hich results resonates with

certain culturally situated ideas about the relation o f sound to a sound source and, thus,

the relation o f  the process o f sound reproduction  technology to originality. As

Jo n a th a n  S terne explains,

sound fidelity is as m uch a  p roduct o f and  a player in cu ltural history as are  the 

m achines th a t it purports to describe. T he  possibility th a t a  reproduced  sound 

could be faithful requires that listeners and  perform ers have faith in the
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[NJetwork.... Sound fidelity [is], ultim ately, abou t faith an d  investm ent in these 

configurations o f  practices, people, and  technologies. I t  posits the technology to 

reproduce sound as a vanishing m ediato r —  a m eans that.... obliterate[s] itself 

in achieving its end  (Sterne 2003a, 283).

O f  course, “the technology to reproduce sound” canno t “obliterate itself in 

achieving its e n d ,” as Sterne clarifies later; the “en d ” is only achievable through sound 

reproduction  technology. I f  the latter is “obliterated ,” then , so, too , m ust the “end” in 

whose service it is p u t also be obliterated. T hus, in the final analysis, “sound fidelity” 

m ust be a fiction w hich record innovators and  record  receivers cooperatively engage in 

R ecording Practice to  construct, bu t which can only be fully realized —  which can  only 

ever exist m aterially  (i.e., as sound configured somehow) —  during  and  by record 

reception.

N evertheless, sound fidelity is an unquestionable fact o f  R ecord ing  Practice for 

m any. It is true  for m any listeners that, for exam ple, Bob Dylan: Live 1966  

(C olum bia/L egacy  C 2K 65759 /C K 65760 , 1998) docum ents Bob D ylan ’s infam ous 

appearance at L ondon ’s Royal A lbert Hall w ith T h e  B and in 1966, though m any 

listeners are also aw are tha t this music recordings was actually m ade at ano ther venue 

and  tim e th an  the title suggests.34 How ever, even if record  receivers know that Bob 

Dylan: Live 1966  was m ade at some o ther place and  tim e th an  its title claims, the notion 

th a t it docum ents some “live” perform ance by Bob D ylan an d  T h e  B and with m ore or 

less accuracy is nonetheless agreed to. In  fact, the very notion  o f  a  “live” music 

recording dem onstrates that sound fidelity exists as an unquestionable  fact for m any

34 Though it remains unclear where, exactly, Bob Dylan: Live 1966 was recorded, it is clear 

that it was not at London’s Royal Albert Hall, as Columbia Records first claimed it was.
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record  innovators and  record receivers; that, for m any, “live” is som ething which is 

achieved by R ecord ing  Practice ra the r than  only signified.

M oreover, as a fact, sound fidelity posits m usic recordings as “docum ents,” 

“copies” o r “extensions” o f  putative “original” speech acts and , thereby, as objects 

im bued w ith m ore o r less docum entary  authority . Even the fact o f  sound fidelity works 

according to certain  significations, then. It signifies the existence o f  a  “direct” o r 1:1 

relation betw een w hat a certain  m usic recording stores and  certain  “original” speech 

acts w hich it supposedly docum ents in so doing, for exam ple. A t the same tim e, it 

signifies the conspicuous absence o f  those acts in their m ateriality  and , in so doing, tha t 

listeners are  and  always will be absent from  the m om ent o f  sound production which the 

“live” m usic recording they transduce purports to preserve. In  the final analysis, the 

fact o f  sound fidelity m ust thus constitute w hat Jo n a th a n  Sterne deem s “a philosophy 

o f m ediation” (Sterne 2003a, 217). T h a t is, it m ust be an  understand ing  o f sound 

reproduction technology which takes it as a m eans o f  m anufactu ring  “copies” o f an 

“original” ra ther th an  m ultiple instances o f a  prototype.

Sound F idelity: R e a lis t vs. R om an tic .

Still, as a fact o r as a fiction, sound fidelity exerts a trem endous influence over 

record  innovation and  record reception. It is, and  has been, inextricably bound  with 

notions o f “authenticity” which are param oun t w ithin alm ost every genre o f  R ecord ing  

Practice. In  a 1936 issue o f Gramophone, for instance, a lternating  articles concerning 

sound fidelity and R ecord ing  Practice o f W estern  A rt M usic —  so-called “classical” 

music —  outlined both  interpretive poles o f an  influential polem ic which em erged then  

concerning how R ecord ing  Practice should proceed given sound fidelity. As C edric W allis
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notes, “the Realists stood out strongly for as accurate a reproduction  as possible o f  the 

actual sounds recorded, b u t the R om antics held th a t a certain  sacrifice o f accuracy was 

permissible, nay, even desirable, if  it induced a quality m ore pleasing to  the ea r” (Wallis 

1984, 385).

This polem ic continues on in com m entary  abou t R ecord ing  Practice to this day. 

T he  critical reaction to Miles D avis’s p ro tean  “electric period” tracks, “ S hhh /P eacefu l” 

(1969) and  “In  A  Silent W a y /I t’s A bout T h a t T im e” (1969), for exam ple, is a case in 

point. T hough  In A Silent Way (Colum bia V C K 40508 , 1969), w hich the latter tracks 

together com prise, w ould begin to polarize D avis’s fan base into “pre-electric” and 

“electric” period aficionados, m irroring  the polarization w hich m arked  Bob D ylan’s fan 

base only four years p rior, it w ould no t be until Bitches Brew (C olum bia C 2 K  6 5 7 7 4 /C K  

65775, 1970) tha t M iles’s decision to use am plification took cen ter stage in the debate.

In  1969, the issue for fans o f Miles Davis was his R ecord ing  P ractice, the 

trum peter’s refusal to replicate w hat he and  his band  perform ed “live” on vinyl LP 

irking and inspiring listeners in turn . L arry  K ant, for exam ple, w ho was a t the tim e o f  

the a lbum ’s release the resident critic for Down Beat Magazine, gave In A Silent Way only 

two stars, citing as his rationale “an inability to m ake the connection betw een” w hat he 

had witnessed “the band  do live and  w hat the album  w as” (Belden 2001, 91). Likewise, 

in the New York Times, critic M artin  W illiams declined “to com m ent on C o lum bia’s 

release, In A  Silent Way,” altogether, except to w arn readers that, “ th rough  no fault o f  the 

musicians involved, the editing, annotating , and  packaging are horrendous. T hrough  

faulty tape splicing, a  portion o f the m usic even gets inadvertently  repeated  a t one 

point!” (in Belden 2001, 91).

W hile, as Bob Belden notes, W illiams and  m any  likem inded critics clearly 

“d idn ’t get it” —  that is, while it was clearly inconceivable to W illiams an d  m any  o f his
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likem inded contem poraries th a t Davis m ight have in tended  for the re tu rn  o f  “In  A  

Silent W ay” after “ I t’s A bout T h a t T im e” to conclude “In  A  Silent W a y /I t’s A bout 

T h a t T im e” —  w h at’s crucial here is th a t n o t ju st K an t and  W illiam s b u t critics o f the 

album  in general considered it a  failure o f  In A  Silent Way th a t no concession was m ade to 

Davis’s “live” perform ance practice by it (Belden 2001, 91). T his constitutes 

articulation o f  “R ealist” leanings if ever there was one. Sound reproduction  technology 

is to be used only as a  scribe, critics protested, never to offer com m ent o f  its own.

Indeed, critics ra th e r explicitly claim ed, any o ther use o f  sound reproduction 

technology b u t to convey “live” perform ance practice to record  receivers constitutes a 

com prom ise o f  perform ers’s aesthetic duties. In  fact, critics o f  D avis’s m usic recordings 

from  this tim e openly agreed th a t explicit use o f sound rep roduction  technology to 

make a  music record ing  (use o f  technological “gadgetry” and  “ trickery,” as m any 

described it) is a m orally  suspect, thoroughly unmusical practice. F o r m any, In A  Silent 

Way failed specifically because it was guilty o f  such “gadgetry .”

Conversely, “R om an tic” notions o f  R ecord ing  Practice posit no genetic relation 

betw een the concert-hall and  the sound reproduction  m edium . F or “R om antics,” music 

recordings are  expressive per se, neither “extending” no r failing to “ex tend” so-called 

“live” musical practice bu t, ra ther, enacting R ecording Practice. In  the liner notes for 

Solitude (Experiencing Nature With Music): Beethoven Forever By the Sea (1997), for exam ple, D an  

Gibson claims th a t certain  sounds which simply could not be rep licated  in a  concert 

setting w ithout using sound reproduction technology (i.e., sounds o f  the ocean tide, 

Chick-will’s-widow and  Screech Owl bird calls, etc.) constitute acceptable 

augm entations o f  “probably  the m ost loved o f  all B eethoven’s p iano  works,” the first 

m ovem ent o f  Ilie Moonlight Sonata (Gibson 1997, 1).
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T o  G ibson’s m ind, in fact, the notion th a t his m usic record ing  should somehow 

constitute a docum en t o f some original speech act(s) simply does not apply —  Beethoven 

Forever By The Sea is, itself, an original speech act, and  it should be trea ted  and  used as 

such by its record  receivers. In  G ibson’s words, “as w ith all Solitudes album s, it is 

recom m ended th a t the p rogram  be played in a quiet contem plative atm osphere with the 

volum e and  tone controls set at a level in keeping w ith the n a tu ra l am biance” (Gibson 

1997, 1). Sound reproduction  technology enables m usical com m unications which are 

unique to it, in o th er words. Thus, such technology, o f w hich m usic recordings are but 

an instance, should be used however record innovators and  record  receivers see fit.

Sound F idelity: Concept.

A few generalizations abou t the concept o f  “sound fidelity” a t large, which is the 

b roader concept th a t bo th  the fact and  fiction o f  “sound fidelity” together com prise, are 

now  possible. F o r the m ost part, the fact o f  sound fidelity absents actors o f  supposedly 

“original” speech acts from  their alleged docum ents (i.e., m ore o r less “live” music 

recordings). It thereby  claims record  reception as a referencing o f  original speech acts 

from  which record  receivers are forever absented by their musical labour, not by any 

deficiency in the m usic recordings they work with.

Thus, the fact o f  “sound fidelity” not only posits sound reproduction  technology 

as a  “vanishing” m ed ia to r betw een original speech acts and  their putative docum ents, 

as Sterne claims it does. M ore im portantly , it also ensures th a t a  relation betw een 

“original” speech act and  “copy” rem ains always insurm ountab le  and , therefore, 

inevitable. In  doing  this, it privileges “live” perform ance practice as m ore dignified
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than  R ecord ing  Practice and , as such, makes o f it an  ideal tow ards w hich the latter 

m ust always aspire b u t w hich it can never attain .

T h e  fact o f sound fidelity thus ensures a position for “live” m usic perform ance 

despite its “obsolescence” in R ecording Practice (keeping in m ind th a t “obsolete” 

m eans useless, no t unused). In doing this, however, it nonetheless acknowledges itself 

as a fiction. O n  the one hand, it acknowledges th a t a m usic record ing  and  w hat it 

allegedly docum ents are incongruous, th a t one hears a  reproduction  o f  certain  sonic 

events by record  reception which m ust lack w here, w hen and  by w hat technical m eans 

such events w ere in the first instance m ade. O n  the o th er hand , it acknowledges tha t a 

music recording, and  w hat it allegedly docum ents, are identical, in th a t a music 

recording w hich exhibits a high degree o f  sound fidelity supposedly “extends” certain 

“original” speech acts beyond their untechnologized scope while a  m usic recording 

which exhibits a lower degree o f  sound fidelity fails to do this.

U ltim ately, record innovators and record receivers must tow  this line between 

“Realism ” and  “R om anticism ,” which is the sam e line dividing the fact from  the fiction 

o f sound fidelity, w henever they m ake or receive a  m usic recording. In  undertaking 

R ecording Practice, record  innovators and  record  receivers only represent and realize 

mixes, and  mixes only offer past tense aural narratives o f  sounds already  heard  ra ther 

than  sound per se. T hus, music recordings do no t —  in fact, they cannot —  “extend” 

anything; they can only enact. A nd each tim e they enact, m usic recordings 

dem onstrate the operational impossibility o f  “sound fidelity” in R ecord ing  Practice.
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Sound F idelity: S em io tic  “C on ten t,” V erid ic /N o n verid ic  M ixes.

T h e  concept o f “sound fidelity” m ust proceed from  an  understanding  o f 

R ecord ing  Practice w hich posits certain  m usic recordings as, to borrow  Jo h n  A ndrew  

Fisher’s term s, “veridic,” and  others as “nonverid ic/constructive” (Fisher 1998, 109- 

123). A ccording to Fisher, “veridic” m usic recordings are those w hich are “ regarded as 

true-to -perfo rm ance,” and  “which are guided by the notion o f  an  independently  existing 

‘live’ perform ance th a t the recording docum ents” (Fisher 1998, 115). T h a t is, “veridic” 

m usic recordings suggest how  a  “live” perform ance o f a m usic recording “should 

sound, as established by some set o f conventions for listening to perform ances o f tha t 

sort” (Fisher 1998, 116). “N onveridic” music recordings, on  the o ther hand, posit the 

likelihood tha t “there  will no t be any actual, and  there m ay no t even be a possible, 

perform ance th a t the recording reproduces (other than  a ‘perfo rm ance’ consisting o f a 

reproduction o f the recording)” (Fisher 1998, 116). As such, sound fidelity and, 

therethrough, docum entary  authority , can be considered constitu table by R ecord ing  

Practice th rough  veridic record innovation techniques.

Still, how do listeners know simply by hearing  a m usic record ing  th a t w hat they 

h ear is invested w ith m ore or less docum entary  authority? H ow  does one know th a t 

they are in the presence o f  sound fidelity, o r tha t they should receive a  m usic record ing  

as though they w ere in its presence (that is, how  do record receivers fashion sound 

fidelity from  w hat they hear while they transduce)? T o  m y m ind , this is done by 

m arking to w hat degree a music recording features “veridic” o r “nonverid ic” record  

innovation techniques, to w hat degree these techniques are  m ade obvious to record  

receivers during and  by their record receptions, and  —  w hat practically says the sam e 

th ing —  the spatiotem poral stability o f a  m usic recording’s mix. Indeed , the final 

criterion for constituting “veridicism ” w hich I list above encom passes the preceding
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two. T h e  “veridic” o r “nonverid ic” character o f  a  m usic record ing  can be determ ined  

by m arking the spatio tem poral p a th  which the sonic phenom enon  it “hears” both 

constructs and  em beds itself w ithin during  and  by its record  receptions.

A m usic record ing  o f H e ito r V illa-Lobos’s Prelude No. 1 by Ju lia n  Bream  (RCA 

Victor: 1971), for exam ple, constitutes a configuration o f “storage-state” d a ta  which, 

w hen it is transduced , sounds as a particular sequence o f sound events which progresses 

linearly through the stable spatio tem poral continuum  o f a  fixed, unchanging  mix. T h a t 

is, w hen it is transduced , Prelude No. 1 sounds as though it docum ents a  “live” 

perform ance precisely as it suggests tha t the exact perform ance h ea rd  on the music 

recording could be reproduced  later (even ifju lia n  B ream  has been  dead  for some tim e 

now). This is so, in large part, because Prelude No. 1 transduces in a  m anner which 

corresponds with the “live” convention o f  perform ing a com position from  start to finish 

(it m aintains the m usical convention o f beginnings and  endings, th a t is); furtherm ore, it 

features an unchanging  mix which “hears” B ream ’s perform ance from  the sam e aural 

vantage throughout, and  with only a slight degree o f  reverb added  w hich is no t unlike 

tha t added by the acoustics o f a “live” concert setting. It is th rough  these m ixing and  

postproduction techniques tha t B ream ’s rendition o f Prelude No. 1 qualifies as properly 

“veridic,” then; tha t is, to be clear, th rough  the “veridic” record  innovation techniques 

which it features, Ju lia n  B ream ’s rendition o f H eito r V illa-Lobos’s Prelude No. 1 is 

(aesthetically) im bued  with docum entary  authority.

Chronotope

It m ust be possible to system atize distinction o f  “veridic” from  “nonverid ic” 

recordings using M ikhail B akhtin’s notion o f the “ch rono tope.” B akhtin  borrow s this
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term  from  A lbert E inste in’s theory o f  relativity. For Bakhtin, though , “chrono tope” 

m eans “the intrinsic connectedness o f tem poral and  spatial relationships that are artistically 

expressed in literature” (Bakhtin 1984, 84). A ccording to B akhtin, every narrative suggests 

and , in so doing, builds and  em beds itself w ithin a pa th  th rough  tim e and space w hich 

serves as the spatio tem poral reality o f the sequence o f events it conveys. This 

spatiotem poral con tinuum  is a narra tive’s chronotope. C erta in  chronotopes correspond 

to the w ay th a t tim e an d  space is experienced by a  m ajority  o f  individuals in a  culture, 

and others do not. F o r exam ple, as Bakhtin has it, the “folkloric chrono tope” features 

“no passage o f  tim e” an d  “no m om ent o f  tim e” (Bakhtin 1984, 84). Space is traversed 

by characters in “ancien t novels” according to the dictates o f  this “chrono tope” and , 

subsequently, characters m ove according to w hat we m ay only curren tly  conceive as 

the w him  o f  an  au th o r whose spatiotem poral circum stance differs from  our own urban- 

industrial context.

Alternatively, w hat Bakhtin deem s the “m odern  ch ro n o to p e” o f  a m odern  novel 

roughly approxim ates the  so-called “m echanical” passage o f  tim e an d  space in 

bourgeois society (its “spatial bias,” as it were). As Bakhtin claim s, “food, drink, the 

sexual act in their aspects en ter personal everyday life, they becom e a personal 

everyday affair.... they  no longer line up with one ano ther in a single context” (Bakhtin 

1984, 84). T hereby , Bakhtin continues, the “m odern” ch rono tope resonates with 

current readers’s typical experiences o f  tim e and space in the city. Books which feature 

the “m odern” chrono tope thus becom e enm eshed w ithin readers’s everyday 

experiences. T hey  belong  on the kitchen table as an  artifact o f  the  very same 

sociopolitical m om ent which enables tha t kitchen table, in o th er words.

V eridic recordings m ust correspond with a  m usical equivalen t o f  the “m o d ern ” 

chronotope, w ith the spatiotem poral erotics o f “live” m usical exchange. N onveridic
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recordings, on  the o ther hand , w ould be better described as “chronotopically  

indeterminate.” T h o u g h  they are  “m odern” like a book, and  though  they p robably  have a 

better likelihood o f existing as p a rt and  parcel o f listeners’s cu rren t u rban-industria l 

circum stances, they  b ear no specific spatiotem poral relation w ith anyth ing  outside o f 

themselves as veridic m usic recordings m ust. Thus, they  belong  only to the cultural 

practice o f m usically in terpellating transduction, to the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice, 

which exists wherever (that is, anywhere) sound reproduction  technology happens to be 

given a m usical use.

N onverid ic recordings, then , are qualified in sum  as spatio tem porally  related to 

the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice. T hey  exist only w herever sonic phenom enon  is 

reproduced, w hich is a space bo th  specific to itself and  abstract enough to w ithstand a 

transduction wherever technologies o f sound reproduction  h ap p en  to be. Such a 

contradictory  ontology constitutes “chronotopic indeterm inacy .” A nd, in fact, every 

music record ing  is “chronotopically indeterm inate” to the sam e degree. T hey  can all 

only be m ade o r heard  by transduction, after all. V eridicism  m ust thus be a  reaction to 

the “chronotopic  indeterm inacy” o f music recordings, a m eans for record  innovators to 

mystify or foreground the “chronotopic indeterm inacy” o f  w hat they innovate. A  

veridic music record ing  mystifies its inherent “chronotopic  indeterm inacy” by 

referencing “ the m odern  chrono tope” o f “live” perform ance practice through  those 

m ixing and postproduction  techniques which it features. In  so doing, it references and 

makes use o f  the concept o f  “sound fidelity” as achievable and  desirable. Conversely, a 

nonveridic m usic recording foregrounds its “chronotopic  indeterm inacy” by 

prom inently featuring nonveridic mixing and  postproduction  techniques. In  so doing, it, 

too, foregrounds the concept o f sound fidelity, though. It sim ply references the concept 

as achievable bu t undesirable.
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Case Study: Nefertiti &  Bitches Brew

H ow  veridic and  nonveridic listening positions (i.e., mixes) are  m ade, and how 

they differ, are easily discernible through  a b rie f study o f Miles D avis’s Nefertiti (1967) 

and Bitches Brew (1969-1970). A ccording to Paul T ingen , Miles Davis undertook “a 

brave new  experim ent” in  1969, “creating a jazz  track th rough  postproduction” (Tingen 

2000, 86). T h e  p roduct o f tha t “experim ent,” Bitches Brew, ea rned  Davis a G ram m y 

nom ination , an unexpected  placing on the B illboard T op  40 P opu lar M usic chart, the 

first gold record  o f  his career, and  the con tem pt o f  m any  critics w ho saw the album  as, 

in one anonym ous au th o r’s words, “a  nearly  fatal com m ercial dive.” T hose who 

valued Bitches Brew, however, considered it a parad igm  shift in jazz  R ecord ing  Practice. 

For exam ple, Carlos S an tana  describes Bitches Brew as “ the daw n o f  a new era.... a 

revolution o f sound and  colour... conveying [Davis’s] belief tha t the genre o f music 

represented  by ‘Round Midnight, M y Funny Valentine and  Milestones no longer had  validity 

and  w orth” (in Belden 1999, 1). Indeed , Bitches Brew was received by its adm irers and  

detractors alike as a  radical musical offering w hich broke w ith conventions o f R ecord ing  

Practice for the jazz  genre, as a rup tu re  in jazz  History.

T hough  every sound featured on Bitches Brew was p roduced  by instrum ental 

perform ers, descriptions o f it rarely reference their perform ances. C om m entary  does 

not generally proceed from  the assum ption th a t Bitches Brew exhibits any degree o f 

sound fidelity w orth  noting, that is. Y et observations o f  Nefertiti (1967) seem lim ited to 

this aspect alone. For exam ple, Bob Belden writes th a t “every p a rt o f Nefertiti —  the 

horn  lines, the bass notes, H erbie [H ancock’s] voicings, and, m ost o f  all, T ony  

[W illiams’s] tour-de-force perform ance —  has inspired m any o f  today’s jazz  artists. 

This.... unorthodox perform ance dem onstrates how  great this g roup [read: the second
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Miles Davis Q uintet] was” (Belden 1998, 2). O f  Bitches Brew, Belden writes only tha t it 

is a “tour-de-force in editing.... a com posite com position” (Belden 1999, 1).

“N efertiti” m im ics m any facets o f the Miles Davis Q u in te t’s “live” perform ance 

practice from  1962 to 1968, his so-called “Second Q u in te t” period. T he  track exhibits 

tim bral verisim ilitude w ith the instrum entation  em ployed by the Q u in te t in concert, 

including trum pet, teno r saxophone, acoustic bass, acoustic p iano  an d  a d rum  kit. N o 

sound processes —  th a t is, no “effects” —  such as, for exam ple, flange o r digital delay, 

augm ent these tim bres. Furtherm ore , as with each track on Nefertiti, “N efertiti” features 

clearly dem arcated  beginnings and  endings, and follows the trad itional chronology o f  a 

jazz  perform ance as the Q u in tet alternates regularly betw een m elody and 

improvisations. In sum, then , “N efertiti” is characterized  by linear chronology, from  

clear beginnings to their telem arked conclusions; the track  follows the standard  

distribution o f  sonic phenom ena across a properly “veridic” o r “m o d ern ” 

spatiotem poral con tinuum  w hich typically obtains during  a  “live” jaz z  perform ance.

M oreover, the balance o f  the m ix for all six tracks on “N efertiti” is the same.

T he  drum s are m ixed to occupy a lower right stereo position which spans into the upper 

right and  center sectors o f  the stereo plane. T o  the left and  slightly ahead  o f the drum s, 

R on C arte r’s bass occupies a m ore even height and  w idth along the lower h a lf  o f  the 

mix compass. T h e  piano is to the left and  in front o f  the bass. In the center, occupying 

roughly the same foreground positions on the Proxim ity P lane, a re  Miles D avis’s 

trum pet and W ayne S horter’s tenor sax. T h e  trum pet and  tenor sax are panned  

slightly apart along the Stereo Plane, such th a t Miles D avis’s trum pet sound slightly to 

the left and W ayne S horter’s tenor sax sounds slightly to the right. D avis’s trum pet is 

also faded slightly ahead  o f S horter’s sax. T h e  dep th  o f  the mix is mostly static,
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though. T h a t  is, there  is little in the way o f proxim ity p lane m otion  for any  tracks.

M ost crucially, these positions are m ain tained  th roughou t the album , and  they are 

representative o f  those featured  on all o f D avis’s recordings from  this period  o f his 

career. For instance, Miles Smiles (1966), Sorcerer (1967) and  Miles in the Sky (1968) all 

feature this com pass.

Figure 21. M ix C om pass for Miles Davis’s “N efertiti,” (my transcription).
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T h e  position o f  each instrum ent in the mix for Nefertiti corresponds to the 

positions assum ed by the Miles Davis Q u in te t on stage during  this tim e. W ayne 

S horter was generally to  the left o f  Davis, across the stage and  slightly ahead  o f H erb ie  

H ancock  on the piano. Miles occupied cen ter stage, flanked by S horter on his left, while 

C arte r stood beh ind  and  to the left o f  the trum pet bu t ahead  o f  T o n y  W illiams on 

drum s. H erb ie  H ancock  traditionally perform ed the acoustic p iano  from  the right 

corner o f the stage, ju s t ahead  o f  C arte r bu t still behind  Davis and  Shorter.

Figure 22. Stage Positions assum ed by Miles D avis’s so-called “Second Q uin tet” 
Period, 1962-1968

Tony Williams (drums)

Ron Garter (acoustic bass)

Miles Davis (trumpet)

Wayne Shorter (saxophone)

Herbie Hancock (acoustic piano)

(audience)
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T h e  dep th  (that is, the total span o f the Proxim ity Plane) o f the mix for 

“N efertiti” fulfills p robab ly  the m ost significant role in m im icking these positions. T he  

vantage o f  the m ix is fixed before the quintet, n o t beh ind  (rather th an  an  aural 

perspective from  a stable vantage beh ind  the ensem ble, in w hich case the d rum  kit 

would occupy the closest position along the proxim ity p lane o f the ensem ble’s tracks, 

this m ix expresses the  obverse). T h e  aural perspective to the site o f  sound production 

which results constitutes a  convention o f  D avis’s “ live” perform ance practice, a 

reception paradigm  learned  u nder conditions o f  “live” m usical exchange.

T hus, the m ix for “N efertiti” com prises a  stable au ra l perspective to sound 

which is analogous to the perspective o f  concert hall reception. T h is is achieved by 

balancing tracks in term s o f their proxim ity to each o ther and , overall, to the aural 

perspective o f the mix. By its stable m ix and  the linear sequence o f  sound events it 

“hears,” “N efertiti” prom otes the notion tha t it was and  th a t it can  be achieved via 

“live” perform ance. Because o f  this, it can  be said to privilege the b a n d ’s perform ance 

practice over its R ecord ing  Practice. T h a t is, pu t alternatively, “N efertiti” values 

R ecording Practice only to the extent tha t it “extends” o r “prostheticizes” the Q u in te t’s 

perform ance practice.

In  doing all this, the m ix for “N efertiti” prom otes the notion  th a t it is invested 

with docum entary  authority; it posits a high degree o f  sound fidelity, in  o ther words. 

Thereby, it also claims th a t w hat is heard  by “N efertiti” was not n o r is m ediated  by the 

very technologies w hich enable it. U ltim ately, then, “N efertiti,” and  any  m usic recording 

which features a veridic m ix and, thus, a  “m odern” chrono tope, describes the p roper 

role o f sound reproduction  technology in musical com m unications as th a t o f  a silent 

scribe, the “Realist” ideal. Such technology m ay witness and  recoun t events as they
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occur, b u t never offer com m entary  o f its own. Should it offer such com m entary , the 

spell o f  “sound fidelity” w ould break.

R ecorded  two years after Nefertiti, Bitches Brew exhibits a  very  different set o f 

sound values. Bitches Brew is, according to F isher’s typology, “nonverid ic.” It does not 

sound as though  it docum ents an actual n o r even a possible perform ance. R ather, it 

sounds like it was m anufactu red  for and  by the sound reproduction  m edium . As such, it 

is obviously “chronotopically  indeterm inate ,” clearly “nonverid ic.” T hough  record 

receivers h ear a com posite o f ensem ble perform ances by transducing  Bitches Brew, the 

postproduction an d  m ixing techniques by which the album  was m ade, and which in fact 

characterize it, create a different focus for listeners to a ttend  to th an  does Nefertiti. This 

focus has been called, in tu rn , “experim ental,” “groundbreak ing” an d  “revolutionary.” 

Indeed, as Bob Belden explains, the larger “p a rt o f  the legend o f  Bitches Brew is for its 

state o f  the a rt postproduction. N ot only was massive editing used, b u t also reverb 

cham bers, echo effects and  tape looping” (Belden 1999, 1).

“P h a rao h ’s D ance ,” the first track on Bitches Brew, is typical o f  the album . As 

such, it is also typically nonveridic. In  fact, as Belden has it, the track  is “a  com posite 

com position” —  no m ore, no less. A  look at the edit-slate for “P h a rao h ’s D ance” 

explains why. N onverid ic postproduction techniques such as splicing and looping play 

a  central role, and  are clearly audible. A  com posite o f thirty-five edits o f m aterial culled 

from  three days o f  jam m in g  in C olum bia Studio B, “P h a rao h ’s D an ce” was, in fact, 

com pleted 21 A ugust 1969 —  two days after the last note h ad  been  perform ed by 

instrumentalists in the studio.
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Table 2. Edit Slate for “P h arao h ’s D ance” (1969), noting all spices, adap ted  from  slate 
provided in liner notes.

PART 1 (0:00-8:28)

TIME OF SPUCE TRA CK MARKING
: 10 Figure 1
+:15 Vamp 1
+:46 Figure 2
+:56 Back to Figure 1
+ 1:29
+ 1:39 Back to top
+ 1:51 B pedal
+2:22
+2:32 Miles in
+3:31 Miles reappears
+5:40 Bennie Maupin bass clarinet solo
+7:55 Vamp 1

PART 2 (8:29-15:17)

TIME OF SPUCE TRACK MARKING
+8:29 Part II intro
+8:42
+8:44 Part II intro
+8:52 2-beat phrase
+8:54 Four loops of Part II intro
+8:59 Vamp 1/Miles solo
+ 11:48 Wayne Shorter tenor saxophone solo
+ 12:53 John McLaughlin electric guitar solo

PART V (15:18-20:02)

TIME OF SPUCE TRACK MARKING
+ 15:18 Part 2’ vamp
+ 16:38 Miles enters with melody (from +2:32)
20:02 End

“P h a rao h ’s D an ce” progresses according to the logic o f  nonveridicism , the logic 

o f sound reproduction . T he  traditional chronology o f  a jaz z  perform ance (i.e., head, 

chorus/im provisation , head, etc.) is refigured each tim e a splice o r loop sounds on the 

track. Fourteen edits occur w ithin the first three m inutes and , as each  splice rudely 

interrupts the perform ance which precedes it in medias res, a tten tion  is draw n from  the
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traditionally  valued instrum ental prowess and  com plexities o f M iles D avis’s jazz  

perform ance practice to the way that sound reproduction  technology is exploited by 

M acero to  o rder an  am algam  o f sound.

E ach  o f the splices and loops featured on “P h a rao h ’s D an ce” are heard  by 

record receivers, i f  they  are  heard , in real-tim e. T hey  are  as integral to “P haraoh ’s 

D ance” as are the instrum ental perform ances they in te rrup t and  reorder. For exam ple, 

the im provisations featured on “P h a rao h ’s D ance” by Bennie M aup in , W ayne Shorter 

and Jo h n  M cLaughlin retain  significance in the trad itional sense. H ow ever, they are 

contextualized into a  nonveridic setting via overt edits by T eo  M acero . In fact, during 

the eighth m inute o f  “P h arao h ’s D ance ,” no less than  eight splices an d  two loops sound 

directly after two m inutes o f  an un in terrup ted  bass clarinet solo by Bennie M aupin.

M acero ’s production  w ork interacts suggestively w ith the m ix com pass o f 

“P h a rao h ’s D ance ,” signifying nonveridicism  (that is, foregrounding  “chronotopic 

indeterm inacy”) th rough  each overt change in the m ix com pass w hich accom panies 

each nonveridic record  innovation technique th a t M acero  introduces. A  m ajor shift in 

the m ix com pass sounds a t 1:39 into “Pharaoh 's D ance ,” for exam ple. Before this 

point, though one hears a num ber o f splices and  loops already, the m ix compass 

rem ains mostly stable. Lenny W hite’s h i-hat heavy d rum  track, for exam ple, sounds in 

the left portion o f  the stereo spectrum . Bennie M au p in ’s bass clarinet occupies a  stereo 

left to cen ter position. Jo e  Zaw inul’s electric p iano occupies roughly the sam e position, 

though som ew hat below, while Larry Y oung’s electric p iano  sounds dead  center. C hick 

C o rea ’s electric piano is stereo right, below and  at an  equal position along the 

Proxim ity P lane as J o h n  M cL aughlin’s electric gu itar track w hich, in tu rn , spans to an 

upper right H eight, slightly above and before Ja ck  D e jo h n e tte ’s ride-cym bal heavy 

drum kit track, which occupies a stereo right position.
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Figure 23. M ix Com pass as instantiated  by “P h a rao h ’s D an ce” from  0:00 to 1:39 (my 
transcription).

A t exactly 1:39 into “Pharaoh 's D ance ,” though, w hen the splice m arked  “back 

to top” on the edit slate sounds, the mix changes dram atically . Indeed , “P h a rao h ’s 

D ance” does no t repeat itself exactly a t this po in t, does n o t go “back to top” as the edit 

slate suggests. T h e  sam e tracks are hea rd  after this splice, to be sure, and  in the same 

position in the mix, b u t with one notable exception: J o h n  M cL aughlin ’s electric guitar 

track is now h eard  stereo left, before Lenny W h ite ’s h i-hat heavy drum kit track and 

slightly behind Benny M aup in ’s bass clarinet track. A t 2:33, w hen Davis enters the 

already m uddled fray, M cL aughlin’s track m oves back to its original position, w here it 

stays for the rem aining 17 m inutes and  25 seconds.
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Figure 24. M ix C om pass for “P h a rao h ’s D ance” from  1:40 to M iles’s en trance at 2:33 
until 2:34, w hen M cL aughlin’s track resum es its original position in the m ix (my 
transcription).

These “leaps” across the stereo spectrum , from  one second to the next, signify a 

m an n er o f hearing  to  record  receivers which can  only be “done” by using sound 

reproduction technology for m usical purposes. T hese “leaps” signify “nonveridicism ,” 

then , being the result o f  those properly “nonverid ic” m ixing techniques which “splicing” 

and  “panning” nam e, ju s t as they signify “chronotopic  indeterm inacy .” U ltim ately, 

they signify th a t w hat is heard  by transducing “P h a rao h ’s D ance” can  only be done and  

heard  by transduction, th a t “P h a rao h ’s D ance” is a  past tense au ra l narrative, as 

opposed to a transparen t docum ent, o f  some “live” perform ance.
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It was no t exactly jazz  perform ance practice w hich Miles Davis did away with 

on Bitches Brew, then. A fter all, “P h a rao h ’s D ance” features noth ing  b u t instrum ental 

perform ances following conventions o f jazz , free jaz z  and  funk-fusion. It is how these 

perform ances are figured by T eo  M acero  as units o f  “storage-state” d a ta  which breaks 

m ost com pletely w ith trad ition  in the jazz  genre. Indeed , Miles Davis and  T eo  M acero 

specifically challenged conventions o f jazz  R ecord ing  Practice by Bitches Brew.

E ach  postproduced  edit o f  “storage-state” d a ta  w hich “P h a rao h ’s D ance” 

stores rem inds record  receivers tha t w hat they h ear by transducing  the track —  i f  they 

transduce the track —  is a  music recording as opposed to a  concert perform ance. T hey  

instantiate change in the mix compass, and  such change, in tu rn , signifies a way of 

“hearing” w hich is simply too spatially m obile to ram ify as anyth ing  bu t a way o f 

hearing m ade for and  by sound reproduction  technology, w hich is to  say, R ecording 

Practice. T hus, any overt nonveridic m ixing technique h eard  on “P h a rao h ’s D ance” —  

and th roughou t Bitches Brew, for that m atter —  signifies nonveridicism  as it signifies 

som ething “m usical” in the “live” sense. It signifies m aking m usical com m unications 

by the sound reproduction  m edium  while it signifies anyth ing  else.

Sound F idelity: N ega tive  Instance o f  Veridic P rodu ction  Techniques.

P ut simply, then, veridic and nonveridic m usic recordings are negative instances 

o f one ano ther, inverted instances o f the selfsame “chronotopic  indeterm inacy .” In 

turn , sound fidelity is the negative instance o f  nonveridicism . It is w h a t’s signified by 

veridic record  innovation techniques and  w hat’s signified as conspicuously absent by 

nonveridic techniques. “Sound fidelity” is a convention o f  “live” m usical exchange 

interpellated into R ecording Practice, then  —  a  m odel o f  com m unications which entails
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“senders” and  “receivers,” and  m usical “inform ation” being transparen tly  exchanged 

betw een them , in a m ore o r less dignified m anner.

W h at this overlooks is R ecord ing  P ractice’s “obsolescence” o f  “live” musical 

convention, the uselessness o f  such convention w hich the form er makes. Sound fidelity 

m ust thus be a  ploy to preserve the prim acy o f “Live” o r “C o n ce rt” perform ance, and 

o f “live” m usic perform ers, in m usical com m unications, even in  the face o f their 

collective “obsolescence.” In short, “sound fidelity” is a  certain , conventionalized 

“obsolescence” achieved, acknowledged and  refused.

SECTION THREE 

R eco rd  R eception: C hronotopic In determ in acy.

C om m entary  on R ecord ing  Practice tends to end  w ith record  innovation. For 

the m ost part, com m entators describe the uniqueness o f  m aking m usic recordings and, 

w ith that, conclude. T o  m y m ind, this is due prim arily  to a  lopsided focus on, and  a 

m isunderstanding of, record innovation. A nalytic sights rem ain  chiefly tra ined  upon 

m aking music recordings at present, bu t analysts often m isunderstand  conveying or 

“extending” w hat musicians have to say as its goal. In so doing, they  assume that 

record  innovation occurs first and forem ost to m ake m usic happen , w hen it occurs 

beforehand to m ake object-form s o f the sound reproduction  m edium  (i.e., music 

recordings) which are “technically linked” w ith stereo systems (see C hap ter 1). As 

such, com m entators take R ecording Practice as an  “extension” o f  “live” musical 

com m unications, ra the r than  as an  industrial p rocedure for m aking  and  selling objects 

o f a sort.
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A lb inJ. Z ak  III, for exam ple, writes tha t “in the study o f  m usical practices, 

musicians them selves are ou r best guides” (Zak III 2001, xiii).35 Indeed , m om ents before 

em barking upon  his analysis o f R ecord ing  Practice, Zak III concedes tha t “it is from  

their [read: m usicians’s] knowledge th a t I have fashioned m y accoun t” (Zak III 2001, 

xiii). But Zak III does n o t study “live” musical practice per se by in terrogating  the

35 In alphabetical order: Michael Chanan observes that sound reproduction technology 

presents humanity with the problem of reasoning the potential of the human voice for 

reproduction, yet he focuses only on how this affects the studio practices of record 

innovators such as John  Cage and the Beatles, in Michael Chanan, Repeated Takes', Steve 

Clarke observes that recordings now occupy a central role in the transmission of music, but 

he discusses only those practices which record innovators undertake, in Steve Clarke, “A 

Magic Science”; Sean Cubbit likewise concentrates only on the record innovator’s 

experience in Recording Practice, though the title of his article suggests otherwise, in Sean 

Cubbit, “Maybellene: Meaning and the Listening Subject,” Reading Pop: Approaches to Textual 

Analysis in Popular Music, ed. Richard Middleton (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

pp. 141-159; Andrew Goodwin studies how “virtual” drum tracks are often considered the 

“live” track during record innovation, but he mentions nothing about listeners who hear 

such tracks, in Andrew Goodwin, “Drumming and Memory: Scholarship, Technology and 

Music Making,” Mapping the Beat: Popular Music and Contemporary Theory, eds. Thomas Swiss,

John Sloop and Andrew Herman (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), pp. 121-137; Sheila 

Whitely likewise offers a history of rock’s past through its covers, focusing only on what 

record innovators have made of covers in the past, in Sheila Whitely, “A History of Rock’s 

Past Through Its Covers,” Mapping the Beat: Popular Music and Contemporary Theory, eds.

Thomas Swiss, John  Sloop and Andrew Herman (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), 

pp. 137-153; Paul Theberge comes closest of all these to addressing the experience of 

record receivers of Recording Practice but he ultimately relates any observations of music 

technology’s musical ramifications back to how recordings are innovated, in Paul Theberge, 

“W hat’s That Sound? Listening to Popular Music Revisited,” Popular Music —  Style and 

Identity, eds. Will Straw, Stacey Johnson, Rebecca Sullivan and Stacy Friedlander (Montreal: 

Centre for Research on Canadian Cultural Industries and Institutions, 1996), pp. 175-183, 

and Paul Theberge Any Sound Tou Can Imagine: Making Music/Consuming Technology (Hanover: 

Wesleyan University Press, 1995).
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N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. Instead, he studies m usical in terpellation o f 

transduction and  o f  sound reproduction  technology, a series o f netw orked uses for sound 

reproduction technology w hich are each a  p a rt and  parcel o f a  b ro ad e r industrial 

production m odel w ithout which R ecord ing  Practice, in its cu rren t incarnation , simply 

could not exist. N onetheless, m ost studies o f R ecord ing  Practice follow Zak I l l ’s lead. 

This leads to a  general neglect o f the situation o f  record  reception in the musical labour 

of R ecord ing  Practice.

In  fact, a  rendering  o f R ecord ing  Practice is conceivable such th a t record 

receivers fulfill the m ost productive o f  all musical roles. It is, after all, only during and  

by record reception th a t sound is m ade from  those inherently  silent objects which store 

the inherently silent configurations o f  code th a t record innovators m ake during record 

innovation. T his perspective questions an  entire interpretive trad ition  which casts 

record reception as co n su m p tio n /w  se. R o land  Barthes, for exam ple, infamously 

wonders “w ho plays the p iano  anym ore?” en route to casting the m usical landscape o f  

W estern capitalist m odern ity  (which he claims as a  “technologically determ ined” 

“expression” o r “revenge effect” o f R ecord ing  Practice) as a  desert b a rren  o f  even a 

dollop o f creativity (Barthes 1977, 149-154). T h e re  are no longer m any  am ateur 

musicians out there, B arthes claims. N obody makes m usic anym ore; they only make 

and hear objects o f  a sort, or, com m odities. Thus, am ateu r m usicianship has becom e 

consum ption per se.

C ontra  B arthes, it could be argued tha t there are certain ly  am ateu r musicians 

today, that they simply do no t perform  the sam e musical instrum ents they once did.

For exam ple, it could be said tha t m any am ateu r m usicians now  perform  sound 

reproduction technology. Ju s t as am ateu r pianists m ust necessarily learn  a num ber o f 

techniques th a t are specific to the piano in o rder to perform  on one, so, too, m ust record
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receivers learn  techniques specific to sound reproduction technology to m ake a record 

reception happen . F u rtherm ore , in undertak ing  a record reception , record receivers 

m ake m usic happen , while record  innovators can  only m ake “code” happen . T he  

volum e at w hich reco rd  receivers set their stereos to transduce, for instance, shapes the 

span o f  the “m ix com pass” they h ear during and  by their reco rd  receptions; fading 

frequency param eters such as “bass” and  “treb le” likewise alters the m ix o f a music 

recording such th a t certain  o f its frequencies are foregrounded while others are not. In 

fact, w henever som ebody, say, boosts the bass, they argue w ith record  innovators for a 

m ore bass-heavy configuration o f sound (that is, for a bass-heavier mix) ju st as they 

produce that configuration o f sound from  a  silent and inan im ate  object, which is 

som ething like w hat perform ers do w hen confronted with a  score, for exam ple.

T here  even exist record  receivers today  w ho have shaped  their practice into an 

especially specialized one: “audiophiles.” A  term inology exists w ithin audiophilic 

circles which is esoteric o r occultish to a staggering degree. T h e  “sweet spot,” for 

instance, is the specific location w ithin the playback env ironm ent w herein data  

optim ally transduces, “the ideal place to.... h ear audio sound” (Bubas 2001, 32). W hile 

each room  has a “sweet spot,” audiophiles expend an enorm ous am oun t o f  tim e, 

energy and m oney to locate and  optim ize this spot. Som e have gone so far as to 

engage in am ateu r architectural acoustics —  they alter the arch itec tu ra l design o f 

rooms —  to enhance  a “sweet spot.” M oreover, audiophiles d eba te  the m erits o f solid- 

state receivers versus tube am ps, the “fidelity and accuracy” o f  digital sound 

reproduction technologies over the “w arm th, liquidity and  ch a ra c te r” o f analog 

varieties (Bubas 2001, 33). Asked by K aren  Bubas about his reception  practice, G eorge 

T odai, for one, notes tha t “the Blue N ote jazz  stuff sounds particu larly  good on m y
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four-w att tube am p b u t I play some o f  the new er m usic, like dance, th rough  m y curren t 

m odel receiver, a  1996 ES Sony” (Bubas 2001, 33).

A udiophiles are rare, however. W hile little in the way o f  d a ta  exists which m ight 

prove the ir rarity, audiophiles cannot be representative o f  the m ajority  o f record 

receivers (after all, w ere they representative o f record  receivers in general, audiophiles 

would be record  receivers like any other, no t audiophiles). T h a t being  said, even the 

m ore “average” o f  record  receivers are audiophilic to a certain  degree. T hey  transduce 

the d a ta  w hich record  innovators create and, in so doing, they m ake m usic happen. 

Crucially, they do  so in accordance with w hat seems best given the ir im m ediate 

circum stance, and  given the m eans for optim izing record  reception a t their disposal. As 

such, it is record  receivers in general, no m atter how  audiophilic, w ho m ost obviously 

seem to fulfill the final m om ent o f productivity in the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. As 

best they can, record  receivers m ake the music w hich record  innovators figure as da ta  

happen  as sound. In doing so, they seem to perform  sound reproduction  technology as a 

pianist perform s a  piano.

N o m atte r how  audiophilic, however, record  reception depends upon the various 

“contents” w hich record  innovators m ake. M echanical, e lectrom agnetic and  digital 

code, and  the music recordings which store such code, simply must exist for there ever to 

be a  record  reception. T hus, record reception is made by record  innovation. It is 

consum ption per se o f  w hat record innovators m ake and , thereby, o f  record innovation 

itself. Indeed, record  innovators are in the first instance “con ten t” providers for those 

technologies w hich enable record reception. R ecord  receivers m ust, then, be consum ers 

o f such “con ten t” to begin with. As K arl M arx  explains, even w ith regards to the 

Netw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice, “before distribution m eans distribution o f products [,] it 

is first a distribution o f  m eans o f  production, and  second, w hat is practically ano ther
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w ording o f  the sam e fact, it is a  distribution o f  the m em bers o f  society am ong various 

kinds o f  production, the subjection o f individuals to certain  conditions o f p roduction” 

(M arx and  Engels 1989, 12). T h e  separation o f record  innovators from  record receivers 

over the course o f  a  m usical com m unication which R ecord ing  Practice mandates 

constitutes ju s t such a “distribution.” R ecord  innovators and  record  receivers depend 

equally upon consum ption o f sound reproduction  technology to m ake happen  those 

musical com m unications in which they engage, bu t record  receivers also consum e those 

generations o f  sound reproduction  technology w hich record  innovators create (i.e., 

music recordings). In  which case, record  innovators sim ply profit by the consum ptions 

o f sound reproduction  technology which R ecord ing  Practice requires.

T he  space o f  record  reception p robably  best dem onstrates this. W herever a 

music recording sounds is a  space o f record  reception. W herever a  m usic recording does 

no t sound constitutes a space which is, a t the tim e, no t one o f  record  reception.

Because one m ay only h ear a  music record ing  by consum ing it as a missing com ponent 

o f some kind o f  stereo system, all th a t enables the space o f  record  reception is sound 

reproduction technology. As such, this space is a p roduct o f the sound reproduction 

industry and, therefore, o f  record innovation. It is som ething one m ust consum e to h ear 

a music recording precisely as one, in this case, reproduces and  inhabits it. It is also 

generally privileged w ithin the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice as the only space therein  

where sonic phenom ena must exist (one m ay innovate a m usic record ing  entirely using 

code). O nly if such space is m ade can R ecord ing  Practice happen , and  only if m usic 

recordings are m ade to begin w ith does such space exist.

Thus, if Brian Eno is correct to assum e that “the goal o f all am bient recordings 

is to instantiate space,” as I previously argue he is in C h ap te r 1, then  every music 

recording m ust be am bient (Eno 1978, 1). So, too, m ust record  innovators and  record
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receivers be “am b ien t” ; th a t is, they m ust equally surrender their com m unicative 

agencies to “chronotopic  indeterm inacy .” In  so doing, they m ust accept the fact that, 

as Jo n a th a n  S terne puts it, “the singer sings to the m icrophone, to the netw ork, no t to 

the person listening at the o ther en d ” (Sterne 2003, 390). In  w hich case, they also 

assume that “the person listening at the o ther en d ” is likewise a ttuned  not to the singer 

bu t to the N etw ork, even if they are  th a t person. U ltim ately, though it is record receivers 

who complete all those musical communications which qualify as Recording Practice, they do so only i f  

record innovation occurs before.

R ecord  receivers thus construct the “chronotopically  indeterm inate” space(s) in 

R ecording Practice w here sonic phenom enon  happens, and  w here musical 

com m unications reach  fruition, b u t only as R ecord ing  Practice requires them  to. T hey  

cannot, for exam ple, m ake a space o f record reception w hich is no t “chronotopically  

indeterm inate.” F urtherm ore, they  can only m ake a  “chronotopically  indeterm inate” 

space o f  record reception if  record  innovators furnish them  w ith certain  requisite 

materials to consum e first. T hus, record innovators do not p roduce a “voice” which is 

conveyed to record  receivers by R ecord ing  Practice except, perhaps, in the very last 

instance. First, they m ake generations o f  sound reproduction  technology —  objects —  

known as “m usic recordings,” w hich record receivers m ust consum e in com bination 

with other, “technically linked” sound reproduction  technologies for R ecord ing  Practice 

to happen. In  doing this, record  innovators and record receivers w ork cooperatively to 

m ake a “chronotopically  indeterm inate” space o f record reception which all record 

receivers m ust consum e and  hab it to experience sound organized som ehow . O nly  then  

is a “voice” possible. Indeed, w ho plays the piano anym ore?
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R ecord  R ecep tion : “Text. ”

F urtherm ore , it is generally agreed th a t w hat record  receivers hear by their 

record receptions are  m usical “texts.” Because “texts” are now  m ostly defined as 

social spaces open to  m ultiple, oftentim es contesting habitations, m usic recordings are 

therefore deem ed poly-sem antic.36 T his is the case in term s o f  how  a  m usic recording 

sounds, to be sure (with the provision tha t “poly” m eans “m ultiple” and  not “infinite”). 

How ever, with regards to R ecord ing  Practice, the “text” w hich record  receivers h ear is 

actually a configuration o f  da ta  rendered as sound. R ecord ing  P ractice only happens 

w hen som ebody produces and  consum es m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital 

code, after all. T hus, the sonic phenom enon  which is thereby  m ade  and  heard  is only 

secondarily “tex tual.” I t is, in the first instance, derivative o f  the code w hich a  music 

recording stores; o f  m echanical, electric, electrom agnetic o r digital energy configured 

somehow by record  innovators.

Aside from  this, claim ing how a m usic recording sounds as the “text” o f 

R ecording Practice insists on the existence o f  som ething called “ the m usic itself.” It 

assumes a certain  degree o f  au tonom y for sound from  those social processes (i.e.,

36 This notion of what constitutes a “text” and “textuality” is generally derived from the work 

of Roland Barthes, Stanley Fish and Mikhail Bakhtin, among others. See, for instance, 

Roland Barthes, The Pleasure o f the Text, trans. R. Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975); 

Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text,” Image — Music —  Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1977), pp. 155-164; Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in this Class? The 

Authority of Interpretive Communities. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980); Mikhail 

Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl 

Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University ofTexas Press, 1981), pp. 3-40, and 

“Discourse in the Novel,” The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl 

Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University ofTexas Press, 1981), pp. 259-422.
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R ecording Practice) w hich m ake and organize it; it disagrees, in fact, w ith the 

proposition th a t m usical conventions are prima facie social conventions, w hich is to say, 

it is a kind o f idealism . W h at sneaks by such a reading o f  R ecord ing  Practice are the 

operations o f  technology which record receivers m ust undertake  to ever h ear a music 

recording, those things they m ust physically do with sound reproduction  technology to 

m ake a record  reception happen. These operations, and  the sonic phenom enon  they 

produce, are equally  “textual” —  one cannot exist w ithout the  o ther. T hus, the m ost 

fundam ental com ponen t o f  the “tex t” which a music record ing  stores are  those actions, 

those physical behaviors, w hich record receivers m ust undertake to p rocure  and  render them  

as sound. As such, “reading” in R ecording Practice begins w ith, well, the act o f 

“reading,” w hich are  those things people m ust physically do w ith sound reproduction 

technology to p rocure  record  “con ten t,” regardless o f  th a t “con ten t” o r the ends to 

which it is put.

Strict “textual analysis” o f  music recordings u ltim ately misses this and , in so 

doing, overlooks the fundam ental “chronotopic indeterm inacy” o f  “storage-state” data. 

By studying only how  m usic recordings sound, o r by trea ting  such sound as 

autonom ous from  the operations o f technology by w hich it is m ade and  heard , 

com m entators assum e that a m usic recording sounds e ither specifically o r abstractly, 

as a particu lar o r  s tandard  organization o f  sonic phenom ena. In  tu rn , critics study 

these organizations, however they constitute them , as evidence o f  e ither total 

standardization o f  m usical experience and thought o r em ancipation  from  previously 

standardized instantiations o f such experience and  thought, even if m usic recordings 

transduce as sim ultaneously specific and abstract. N o m atte r  their in ten t in so doing 

(critics could, after all, choose to overlook the act o f  R ecord ing  Practice in o rder to use it 

instrum entally, because the sound is w hat interests them ) the inextricability o f sound
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from  da ta  and  the physical behavior o f  transducing which R ecord ing  Practice requires 

thereby  continues on  unrem arked.

T hus, while m usic recordings m ight sound poly-sem antic, they  are  anything 

but. A  m usic record ing  m ay sound as a social space open to any nu m b er o f 

habitations, th a t is, b u t it always is and  will be the same “chronotopically  

indeterm inate” variety  o f  space which every o ther record receiver is requ ired  to make 

and inhabit for a record  reception to happen. M usic recordings are , then , m ono- 

sem antic. T hey  denote musically interpellating transduction  —  consum ing sound 

reproduction technology to “d o ” musical com m unications —  as does any activity 

which occurs in the service of, a n d /o r  as p a rt of, R ecord ing  Practice.
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The “M essage” o f the Network of Recording Practice 
S tric tu re, D eterren ce, Technocracy

According to Marshall McLuhan, certain media “make it possible for the mass-man to 

entertain the illusion that he is meditating, racking his brain” (McLuhan 1970, 3). Indeed, 

“not only does the cinema rob the daydream o f its confused, evanescent aura, dispersing the mist 

to reveal very clear ghosts similar to living men yet o f greater stature, not only does it silence the 

voice o f reality by saying ‘I  can do without you, ’ but society, too, gradually becomes incapable o f  

giving lie to the somnambulist. A t one time ayoung man zigzagging down the street, wriggling 

his hips and mumbling ‘bee boh, boh, boh, bee bee boh boh’ or grimacing with gritted teeth 

and narrowed eyes, would have been mocked and so awakened. Today he encounters no 

opposition or criticism; everybody recognizes and understands the dream in which he is 

immersed, the dream made respectable by industry” (McLuhan 1970, 12).

Institu tion .

According to Paul Starr:

O nce technological developm ent moves in a  particu lar direction, strong inertial 

forces favor continuing dow n th a t path . Initial choices in design also develop 

into m ore elaborate systems as individuals and  firms pursue com plem entary  

innovations.... N etw ork technologies and  institutions based upon  them  develop 

particularly  strong inertial tendencies because o f  the interconnections and 

interdependencies they create (Starr 2005, 5).

As such, S tarr continues, probably the best way to think abou t m ed ia  is to consider

them  in the sam e term s one m ight use to consider an  “institu tion,” th a t is, as “processes

which operate w ith in” precisely as they constitute “social fram ew orks” (Scott 1995, 2;

my emphasis). H ow ever, as Scott elsewhere notes,

m uch o f the challenge o f this subject.... resides in the m any  varying m eanings 

and usages associated w ith the concept o f institutions. As one o f the oldest and 

most often-em ployed ideas, it has continued to take on new  and  diverse
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m eanings over tim e, m uch like barnacles on a  ship’s hull, w ithout shedding the 

old (Scott 1995, xiv).

For m y purposes, the definition o f an  “institution” w hich E verett H ughes

provides constitutes a  good starting  point. T o  H ughes’s m ind, an  institution is “a

habit o f m ind  and  o f  action, largely unconscious” because it is “largely com m on to all

the group” (Hughes 1956, 313). Thus, “the individual is always cause as well as effect

o f the institu tion” (Hughes 1956, 314). T h a t is, “institutions exist in the integrated and

standardized behavior o f  individuals” (Hughes 1956, 319). U ltim ately, then, and solely

for the purposes o f this dissertation, I define an  “institution” as “a  p roduct o fjo in t

activity and  association, the effect o f which is to ‘fix,’ to ‘institu te’ outside us, certain

initially subjective and  individual ways o f  acting and  ju d g in g ” (A lexander 1983, 259).

O f  course, I offer this definition with a provision:

T o  say th a t behavior is governed, by rules is no t to say th a t it is e ither trivial or 

unreasoned. R ule-bound  behavior is, o r can be, carefully considered. Rules can 

reflect subtle lessons o f cum ulative experience, and  the process by which 

appropriate  rules are  determ ined  and  applied is a process involving high levels o f 

hum an  intelligence, discourse and deliberation (M arch and  O lsen 1989, 22; m y 

emphasis).

R oad  M ap to  C hapter Four.

In this chapter, w hich also serves as a  b road  sum m ary an d  conclusion for this 

dissertation, I argue tha t R ecord ing  Practice is located w ithin the institution —  th a t is, 

w ithin “the fram ew ork for behavior” —  o f  the sound reproduction  m edium . In Section 

1 ,1 develop H aro ld  A dam s Innis’s notion o f  the “bias” o f  com m unications, and 

M arshall M cL uhan’s notion o f “prem ise” in com m unications, to construct a
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perspective on  the sound reproduction  m edium  and, by extension, on R ecording 

Practice, w hich sees bo th  the form er and  the latter as two o f W estern  capitalist 

m odern ity’s m any  constituent institutions, all o f which w ork in tandem  to secure 

continuing au thority  for capitalist production and  distribution o f  abundance. Put 

simply, I describe R ecord ing  Practice as a  “com m unications system ” which ultim ately 

works to secure the com pliance o f  all musical com m unications as are  m ade by it with 

the capitalist m ode o f  production. This argued, I elucidate the N etw ork o f  R ecording 

Practice as a “technocracy .” N ext, in Section 2 , 1 explore this “technocracy” on the 

level o f  the individual, exam ining the various ways tha t its “rules” inhere in the social 

practice o f m aking  and  hearing  m usic recordings. Finally, in Section 3 , 1 argue that 

R ecording P ractice is, itself, a part-and-parcel o f  the capitalist m ode o f production, and 

tha t it achieved Innisian  “dom inance” the second an  industry developed around  it to 

ensure socially acceptable m anufacture, distribution and use o f  its object-forms.

SECTION ONE

The “B ias” o f  C om m u n ica tion s.

A ccording to H aro ld  A dam s Innis, “the W est evolved th rough  a  series o f violent 

and destructive oscillations betw een two form s o f dualism  [which] he referred to.... as 

‘biases” (Stamps 1995, 64). O ne  o f  these “biases” was “tem poral” while the o ther was 

“spatial.” F ar from  innocent, bo th  the tem poral and the spatial “bias produce static 

cultures” to Inn is’s m ind, “and, so, neither is conducive to open  th o ugh t” (Stamps 

1995, 64).
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In  fact, the tem poral and  spatial “biases” are, accord ing  to  Innis, determined by

the m aterial properties o f  w hichever m edium  people m ost often use to com m unicate.

T hus, a  culture w hich exhibits a strong “tem poral bias” will m ost likely em ploy a

“massive” m edium  as its p reem inent vehicle o f com m unication; it will m ost likely be

dom inated  by m edia  w hich are literally heavy, expensive, durab le , onerous if  not

impossible to replicate, and , thus, difficult to transport an d  distribute. Because o f the

scarcity o f  means, here, according to Innis,“w riting becom es the possession o f a special

class and  tends to support aristocracies” (Innis 1951, 4). As such, the “tem porally

biased cu lture” bo th  “facilitates” and  “profits by” certain  “m onopolies o f  knowledge”

(Innis 1951, 4). For these reasons, a  tim e biased culture is unlikely to develop “mass

m edia.” U ltim ately, the elite in such cultures:

W ill be preoccupied w ith tim e in a  distinctive, inw ardly o rien ted  m anner tha t 

operates a t a  num ber o f levels.... T he  political structure  in this culture will be 

inw ardly o rien ted  as well, for two reasons. T h e  society as a whole will be 

geographically lim ited, since the com m unications m edia  available to it are 

entirely unsuited  to the adm inistration o f large areas.... M oreover, the society 

will be representationally  lim ited, since the elite th a t controls the key 

com m unications technology will also hold the form al positions o f power. T he  

result will be a  fixed social totality tha t is politically conservative, tradition- 

bound , sacred, inwardly focused, and philosophically idealist (Stamps 1995, 75- 

76).

In  contrast, a  “spatially biased culture” typically em ploys “ light” m edia. T hey  

are, then, cultures dom inated  by m edia which are literally light, relatively inexpensive, 

easily degradable, easily duplicable, and , therefore, easily tran spo rted  and  distributed.

As such, space biased cultures are generally characterized  by “m ass m edia” and should 

thus:
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Favour a  m ore geographically expansive society,since they  m ake possible

adm in istra tion  over wide areas T h e  general outlook o f  the space bias will be

present-m inded , o r pragm atic, tending to the secular.... T h o u g h  spatially 

expansive, the resulting polity will lack the im petus to change qualitatively; it 

will value uniform ity and  adm inistered sam eness as represented  in its m ilitary 

an d  its systems o f  orthography. For this reason, its tim e will be tha t no t o f 

enduring  trad ition  but ra ther o f technique. T hus it will be culturally static, bu t

in a distinctive sense [:] it will tend  not so m uch to belief in a static eternity,

as in a  tim e-biased culture, as to identify reality w ith the m om ent. This stance 

will lock it into an  eternal present. T his society’s crude spatial and  technical 

outlook will also give it a spatial philosophy. It will be crudely  m aterialistic, 

identifying the objective with the purely m aterial (Stam ps 1995, 76-77).

Technology R ep laces O ntology.

Innis identified m odern  W estern civilization as spatially biased in Mo. A ccording 

to his typology, the W est is therefore also “ocularcentric” o r “visually b iased,” since 

space is a prim arily  visual m edium  to Inn is’s m ind. Because the eye can  be so easily 

deceived, Innis w orried th a t the W est was grow ing increasingly irra tional as a 

consequence o f  spatial prim acy. A ccording to Innis, “m odern  developm ents in 

com m unication” occurring in the W est —  for instance, the prin ting  press and 

typography, telegraphy, photography, phonography , e tce tera  —  “m ade for greater 

realism ” and , therefore, “for greater possibilities o f delusion” (Innis 1951, 82).

A  spatially biased culture is thus a  culture in w hich, as H e rb e rt M arcuse puts it, 

“technology has replaced ontology” (M arcuse 1989, 63). W hen  this happens, M arcuse 

frets, “every signification, every proposition is validated only w ithin the fram ew ork o f  

the behavior o f  m en and  things —  a one-dim ensional context o f  efficient, theoretical, 

and  practical operations” (M arcuse 1964, 121-122). T h a t is, all th a t m atters to the so-
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called “technological society” is the operationability  o f a  thing, and  its capacity to 

ex tract tem poral delay from  m anufacture o r gratification th rough  consum ption (the 

twin tendencies o f capitalism). In  tu rn , both  capabilities lead to pa ten t legitim ization 

by a society o f atrocities such as, for exam ple, w ar, im perial conquest, genocide and 

slavery, regardless o f any m oral perspective on such atrocities, because m orality is a 

system o f transcenden t qualitative thought which rem ains incom patib le with the 

b ro ad er com pulsion to quantify everything th a t a  spatially biased culture suffers from.

Clearly, then , Innis was no fan o f  the spatial bias. T o  his m ind, the 

ocularcentrism  inheren t in this bias categorically denies sound’s viability as a m edium  

o f com m unication. As such, it pathologically shoves dialogue, and  o ther sound based 

m odes o f com m unication, to the m argins. T his is, however, a  Janus-faced  victory at 

best: the m argins m ade by spatial prim acy continually erode th a t prim acy to the point 

o f a  palimpsest.

Indeed, a  spatially biased culture m ust always m arginalize tem poral prim acy. In 

which case, the spatial bias is, ultim ately, a process, w hich entails m arginalizing 

tem poral prim acy and , then, em pow ering it again, ju s t enough th a t it m ay be 

m arginalized once m ore (rather than  only have its m arginality  confirm ed). As such, to 

Innis’s m ind, spatial dom inance is finally irrational and self-destructive. It canno t 

m arginalize once and  for all w hat it needs to m arginalize in o rder to assum e a full 

authority. Consequently, its au thority  can never be fully confirm ed, a  fact w hich leads 

the “spatially b iased” culture to inevitable catastrophe(s).
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The T em p o ra l E lite.

O f  course, the tem poral bias was little better to Innis’s w ay o f  thinking.

T em poral prim acy skews a  culture tow ards elitism, given its need  for com m unications 

specialists such as, for instance, scribes. As Innis claim ed, “specialization.... is always in 

excess” (Innis 1951, 139).

Still, according to Innis, the systems o f social adm inistration which obtain 

under conditions o f  tem poral prim acy are sound biased, based upon  the ear entirely. 

Because o f  this, they are m ore open to the m argins which they create by way o f the 

diffusion o f  dialogue. N o t surprisingly, then, Innis concluded his career by m aking “a 

plea for tim e” (Innis 1951, 61). T h a t is, Innis ended  his career by calling for scholars to 

“consider.... the role o f the oral trad ition  as a basis for a  revival o f  effective [and] vital 

discussion” (Innis 1954, 32). H ow ever, the often cryptic w riting style w hich Innis 

developed to argue this is generally agreed to have deterred  m ost readers from  paying 

any attention to him  while he did so.37

The S pa tia l B ias o f  R ecord ing  Practice.

Nevertheless, according to Innis’s typology, R ecord ing  P ractice interpellates a 

spatial bias into each  o f  its operations. T he  qualitative sense o f  tim e —  that is, the

37 As Judith Stamps notes, “Innis’s communications studies make for truly difficult, if 

interesting, reading. They were even more difficult for the scholars of his day, since in 

North America they had no precedent. They were far too nonlinear and speculative for the 

positivists, and they employed a vocabulary unlikely to attract philosophers, including the 

philosophical Marxists, from whose attention they might have benefitted. As a 

consequence, Innis mystified his audiences and most of his readers. An effective reading of 

his texts by a contemporary was thus a rare accomplishment,” in Judith  Stamps, Unthinking 

Modernity: Innis, McLuhan and the Frankjurt School. (Montreal: McGill-Queens’s University 

Press), 97.
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“tem poral bias” —  of, say, “Live” / “C oncert” Exchange o r seasonal agriculture is 

actively m arginalized o r suppressed by R ecording Practice in favour o f  the 

quan tita tive/ob jective m echanical tim e of, say, the factory, the stopw atch, the 

international traveler’s report or a configuration o f  d a ta  on  a  m usic recording which 

always was and  always will be exactly four m inutes and  sixteen seconds long. In 

Innis’s words,

industrialism  implies technology and  the cutting  o f  tim e in to  precise fragm ents 

suited to the needs o f  the engineer and  the accountan t. T h e  inability to escape 

the dem ands o f  industrialism  on tim e weakens the possibility o f an appraisal o f 

lim itations o f  space. C onstan t changes in technology particularly  as they affect 

com m unication , a  crucial factor in determ ining cultural values (for exam ple, the 

developm ent o f radio and  television), increase the difficulties o f  recognizing 

balance let alone achieving it (Innis 1951, 140).

In fact, no t only sonic phenom ena bu t musical practice itself becomes technology 

by R ecording Practice, som ething w hich is spatialized an d  objectified by every m usic 

recording and  every generation  o f  sound reproduction  technology m anufactured  to 

make a m usic record ing  musically useful. Every sound w hich is m ade, conveyed and 

received by R ecord ing  Practice is, in actuality, a “con ten t” o f  sound reproduction 

technology, w hich is to say, it is always nothing m ore th an  an  object-form  o f the sound 

reproduction m edium . As such, by R ecording Practice, sem antics ultim ately becom e a 

product o f operating  technology, as do any social, em otional o r sociopolitical surpluses 

(i.e., “feelings”) w hich are generated  by operating  technology.

U ltim ately, “the spatial bias is a  state o f m ind c rea ted  by suppressing the 

qualitative sense o f  tim e associated w ith bodily and  seasonal rhythm s in favor o f 

uniform  tim e segm ents” (Stamps 1995, 7). Spatial prim acy is, then , the negative

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-242-

instance o f  tem poral prim acy. It is also, how ever, a consequence o f  the capitalist drive

to quantify the w orld  for purposes o f com m odifying it. As K arl M arx  explains:

the subord ination  o f m an  to  the m achine situation arises in which m en  are 

effaced by their labour; in which the pendulum  o f  the clock has becom e as 

accurate a m easure o f the relative activity o f  two w orkers as it is the speed o f 

two locom otives.... T im e is everything, m an  is nothing.... T im e sheds its 

qualitative, variable, flowing nature; it freezes into an  exactly delim ited, 

quantifiable continuum  filled with quantifiable things.... in short, it becomes space 

(M arx cited in Lukacs 1983, 89-90).

“B ias” a n d  C u ltu ra l Self-A w areness.

T hough  theorists have en terta ined  the possibility o f  such “biases” as Innis 

identified since a t least the tim e o f  K arl M arx, it was Innis w ho first actively sought to 

posit a  causal link betw een a cu lture’s “spatial” o r “tem poral” bias and  the m edia it 

m ost often uses to com m unicate. In  fact, to Inn is’s m ind, a  cu ltu re’s p reem inent m edia 

o f  com m unications determine how  it goes abou t constitu ting itself as a corporation  o f 

Selfs capable o f  sharing some set o f capacities in particu lar to know  and  have 

com m unicative recourse to an  object world. “C oncen tra tion  on  a m edium  o f 

com m unication implies a bias in the cultural developm ent o f  the civilization concerned 

either tow ards an  em phasis on space and political o rganization  o r tow ards an emphasis 

on tim e and  religious organization,” Innis writes (Innis 1951, 170). T h a t is, to Innis’s 

m ind, how a  particu lar people com m unicates determ ines the total inventory o f w hat 

they can say abou t the world, and  how they can explain their position w ithin it, which 

is, beforehand, determ ined  by the m aterial properties o f w hichever m edia they use to 

constitute, store and  dissem inate, such inform ation.
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O n  a culture-w ide scale, then, a  cu ltu re’s d om inan t m ed ium  o f  com m unication 

plays a key role in determ ining  how it develops knowledge abou t itself and, in turn, 

about the w orld surrounding  it. This, in tu rn , exerts a trem endous influence over how 

that culture interacts w ith the world they use m edia  to perceive. Perhaps indicative o f 

his status as a citizen o f  post-colonial C anada , Inn is’s p rim ary  concern  was tha t a 

strong spatial bias inevitably skews a  culture tow ards a  view o f the w orld as one big 

endless resource, which is to say, a  “spatial” bias skews a  culture tow ards im perialism  

and, inevitably, tow ards aspirations o f Em pire.

The “P re m ise ” o f  C om m u n ica tion s.

M arshall M cL uhan  would first deploy the notion o f “b ias” ju st under a  decade 

after Innis form ulated it. H e did so to uncover the “sensory privileges” a t work in the 

m edia o f phonetic literacy and typographic prin t, and  published the results in a book he 

entitled The Gutenberg Galaxy: the Making o f Typographic M an  (1962). Indeed , M cL uhan’s 

was no t a new  way o f thinking, no t to his m ind anyhow . It was, ra th e r, Innis’s basis 

reasoning abou t the m edia applied to so-called “typographic m an .” In  M cL uhan’s 

words:

H aro ld  Innis, in his Empire and Communications, was the first to pursue this them e.

In  short, H aro ld  Innis was the first person to hit upon the process o f change as

implicit in the forms o f m edia technology. T h e  present book [The Gutenberg

Galaxy] is a  footnote o f explanation to his work (M cLuhan 1962, 50).

In  his “footnote o f  explanation” to Innis, M cL uhan  contributes the concept o f 

“prem ising.” It is the techniques which m edia objectify th a t m atte r m ost for M cL uhan. 

A ny com m unications as are enabled by a  technology are “prem ised” upon w hichever
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technique(s) th a t technology objectifies, though users are typically n o t explicitly aw are 

o f this stricture. T hus, com m unicating  by typographic p rin t, for instance, “prem ises” 

w hat’s said and  heard  upon  phonetic  literacy, ju s t as com m unicating  by sound 

reproduction  technology is “prem ised” upon transduction. Ultimately, McLuhan held, that 

media “premise” discursive agency per se upon the techniques they objectify. One must use whichever 

technique(s) a technology objectifies in order even just to begin to communicate by 

it. Thus, media “premise” what people can say by “premising” how anything can be said at all.

As one o r ano ther m edium  achieves cultural currency  as viable ways o f “doing” 

com m unications, its “premise(s)” com bines to form  a  cu ltu re’s sensory and  ideational 

“bias.” For M cL uhan, though, the W est had  reversed those aspirations o f Em pire 

which Innis feared, and  now  sought corporate  m em bership in a “global village” ra the r 

than  status as its Im perial Chief. A nd, to M cL uhan’s m ind, electronic m edia  was 

entirely to blam e.

Clearly, then, M cL uhan’s basis reasoning abou t m edia  and  space situates a 

culture’s dom inan t m eans o f com m unication as prim arily influential over the kinds o f 

perception which it prefers. T his is similar to Innis’s basis reasoning, bu t M cL uhan 

adds that m edia  are therefore prim arily  influential over w hat is com m unicable by them  

and, thereby, influential over who uses them . O n  the face o f it, this w ould seem  m erely 

an admission o f  the obvious. Indeed, w hat does it really m ean  to say th a t those who 

use print, for exam ple, m ay only use p rin t to com m unicate while they do so? H ow ever, 

to “prem ise” discourse upon a technical procedure is to prescribe discourse according 

to w hat such a  procedure allows said, read  o r heard . U ltim ately, to “prem ise” 

discourse is to fetter com m unicative agency to (the capacities of) technology. Thus, 

technology replaces ontology in com m unications and, in M cL u h an ’s m ost fam ous 

words, the m edium  becom es “the m essage.” (M cLuhan 1964, 7). W hen  one m edium
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in particu lar achieves dom inance over a culture, com m unications —  and  their 

associated patterns o f  though t —  becom e one-dim ensional, “prem ised” entirely upon 

one am ong potentially  any nu m b er o f “ways o f doing” com m unications.

C o m m u n ica tion s S y s tem s, T ran sdu cib ility  a n d  Sensory P rivilege.

“O u r conventional response to all m edia, nam ely th a t it is how  they are used 

th a t counts, is the n um b  stance o f  the technological idiot,” writes M arshall M cLuhan. 

“T he  effects o f  technology do n o t occur at the level o f opinions o r concepts [,] bu t alter 

sense ratios o r patterns o f  perception steadily and  w ithout any resistance” (M cLuhan 

1964, 19). T hus M cL uhan  articulates the prim e postulate o f his m ed ia  phenom enology: 

each new m edium  introduces a unique set o f sense ratios into h u m an  affairs, by 

“amplifying” only certain  senses as it “am putates” only certain  others. W hen  these 

ratios achieve Innisian  “dom inance,” the m edium  becom es “socially the m essage” 

(M cLuhan 1964, 9; m y italics). It influences how  people perceive —  and, thus, how they 

in teract with and  shape —  the world.

In  constru ing its sensory privileges, each m edium  ultim ately  instantiates w hat 

Ju d ith  Stam ps calls a “com m unications system,” w hich is to  say, a  lim ited inventory 

o f com m unicable term s (Stam ps 1995, 1). “C onversants have to em ploy these 

systems to capture  w hatever p a rt o f the w orld (trees, com m odities, civilization) goes 

under discussion,” according to Stamps. “D ialogue has to take place through  a 

m edium , and  m edia always carry  with them

certain sets o f  concepts o r bounded  ideas” (Stam ps 1995, 12). T hus, in the final 

analysis, “technological developm ents”^  “dialogic boundaries” (Stam ps 1995, 19).
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O n e  “com m unications system ” which M cL uhan often re tu rned  to th roughout 

his career was th a t o f  typography, “the m echanized w ord .”38 T o  M cL u h an ’s m ind, the 

dom inance o f  phonetic  literacy w hich typography eventually secured  th roughou t a t

38 Paul Grosswiler, for example, uses the terms “Enlightenment” and “visual culture” 

interchangeably, in Paul Grosswiler, Method is the Message: McLuhan and Marx. (Montreal: 

Black Rose Books, 1990), 112. See, also, Michael Bull and Les Back, “Into Sound,” The 

Auditory Cultures Reader, edited and with an introduction by Michael Bull and Les Back. (New 

York: Berg, 2003), pp. l-24;Jean-Paul Thibaud, “The Sonic Composition of the City,” The 

Auditory Cultures Reader, edited and with an introduction by Michael Bull and Les Back. (New 

York: Berg, 2003), pp. 329-342; Hillel Schwarz, “The Indefensible Ear: A History,” The 

Auditory Cultures Reader, edited and with an introduction by Michael Bull and Les Back. (New 

York: Berg, 2003), pp. 487-502; Joachim  Ernst Berendt, The Third Ear: On Listening to the 

World. (New York: Henry Holt, 1985); R. Murray Schafer, Tuning the World (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 1977).; S. J . Smith, “Beyond Geography’s Visible Worlds: A Cultural 

Politics of Music,” Progress in Human Geography Issue 21 (1997): 502-529; Michel Foucault, 

“Panopticism,” Visual Culture: The Reader, edited and with an introduction by Jessica Evans 

and Stuart Hall. (London: Sage, 1999), pp. 61-71; Judith  Wilson, “One Way O r Another: 

Black Feminist Visual Theory,” The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, edited and with an 

introduction by Amelia Jones. (New York: Routledge, 2003): 22-25; and Rosemary 

Betterton, “Feminist Viewing: Viewing Feminism,” The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, 

edited and with an introduction by Amelia Jones. (New York: Routledge, 2003): 11-14. 

Contra McLuhan, however, many critics now develop his notion of the “sensory privileges” 

of media to cast film and celluloid pictography, for instance, as heavily rationalized 

“extensions” of literacy’s visual bias. See, for instance, Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle. 

(Detroit: Black and Red Books, 1977), particularly nos. 1-18; Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 

“Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” Third World Women 

and the Politics of Feminism, eds. Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann Russo and Lourdes Torres. 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), pp. 51-80; Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinema,” The Sexual Subject: A Screen Reader in Sexuality. (New York: Routledge, 

1992), pp. 22-34; Roland Barthes, “Rhetorics of the Image,” Visual Culture: The Reader, 

edited and with an introduction by Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (London: Sage, 1999): 33- 

40; and Nicholas MirzoefF, An Introduction to Visual Culture (New York: Routledge, 1999).
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least the literate echelons o f  W estern society encouraged ocularcentrism  as a  social 

com m onplace. T his is an  argum ent w ith w hich m ost cu rren t critics o f  E nlightenm ent 

practice and  though t have little truck. T h e  “com m unications system ” o f typography 

encourages those w ho chiefly com m unicate by it to relate to the w orld through 

massively reproduced  visual code, com m entators agree. As a result, the w orld becom es 

som ething w hich m ust be seen in like m anner by m any to be believed (i.e., as massively 

reproduced , o r massively reproducible, sculptures o f  visual code). O nce 

“typographability” achieves Innisian “dom inance,” as a  p rim ary  m arker o f believable 

discursivity, typography itself directs hum an  ingenuity and , in so doing, characterizes 

cultural p roduction.

T ransduction , too, constitutes a  “com m unications system .” It claims the world 

as that w hich m ust be spoken about and heard  to be believed. H ow ever, in claiming 

this, transduction  doesn’t simply invert print. T h a t is, transduction  is no t simply the 

negative instance o f  p rin t’s so-called “tyranny o f  the eye.” What’s said and heard by 

transduction is a surplus o f consuming sound reproduction technology. Thus, transduction privileges only t, 

voice and ear which are “amplified” by sound reproduction technobgy —  which are made by, and which 

are, consuming sound reproduction technology. C onsequently, believable discursivity becom es a 

function o f w h a t’s useful for consum ing sound reproduction  technology (i.e., a function 

o f a th ing’s “transducibility”). W h at’s said and  heard  by o th er m eans —  such as, for 

instance, h um an  o ra l/a u ra l agency per se —  becom es only a  locus o f  incredulity.

iSensoty P riv ilege  Is  R ela tive  M on etary  P riv ilege.

T hose w ithout access to sound reproduction  technology are  literally 

incom prehensible to the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. T h is m eans tha t a vast
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am oun t o f  the w orld ’s population is excluded from  com m unicating  transduced musical 

inform ation. As T im othy  T ay lor explains, “m ost o f  the people on  the planet do not 

have access to a telephone, m uch less [to] a  com puter with an  in te rnet connection” 

(Taylor 2001, 6). H ow  “m ost o f the people on the p lanet” m ake and  m ark  musical 

phenom ena, then , w hich is to  say, how they m usically com m unicate, m ust also be 

excluded. Indeed , since access to transducers is proscribed for m any because they 

simply cannot afford to buy a transducer, the sensory privileges w hich R ecording 

Practice construes m ust be a function o f relative m onetary  privilege to begin with.

As M ark  Fenster and  T hom as Swiss note, “any com m ercial recording.... is 

produced  w ithin an  econom ic and  industrial con tex t” (Swiss an d  Fenster 2000, 225).

So, too, m ust any supposedly “noncom m ercial” music record ing  be produced  w ithin an 

econom ic and  industrial context. By m aking such a  recording, one nevertheless makes 

a missing com ponent for stereo systems; one nevertheless furthers the “technical 

linkage” o f the sound reproduction  industry w ith m usical com m unications w hich the 

N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice concretizes as a  creative, p roperly  “cultural” activity. 

Indeed , it is the contex t in which R ecord ing  Practice happens —  it is the capitalist m ode 

o f  production per se —  which determ ines w ho m ay o r m ay n o t undertake any musical 

interpellations o f transduction, no t any essential property  o f  transduction itself bu t tha t 

it enables exclusivity in com m unications.

This has overt musical ram ifications. In  m andating  th a t its denizens exploit a 

certain  variety o f  com m odity in a  certain  m an n er to gain access and , in so doing, 

requiring tha t people exclude certain  o thers w henever they com m unicate, the N etw ork 

o f R ecording Practice dictates w ho can speak to w ho th rough  it, and  how  they m ay do 

so. R ecord innovators and  record receivers are m ade to depend  upon  this streamlining o f 

their com m unications even ju st to achieve com m unicative agency, even ju st to garner

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-249-

access to  the only m eans available for m aking or hearing  m usic recordings, because 

they simply m ust have recourse to sound reproduction  technology to com m unicate. 

T hus, th rough  R ecord ing  Practice, com m unicative agency itself becom es a com m odity; 

those extortions and  categorizations o f  persons according to class w hich capitalism  

entails obtains to the sam e degree, and  in like m anner, as R ecord ing  Practice.

Finally, then, R ecord ing  Practice nam es relations o f  p roduction  and 

consum ption o f  sound reproduction  technology only skewed tow ards musical purposes. 

T he m usical phenom ena  which results constitutes a  p roduct and  locus o f —  and, yet, 

som ething entirely aside from  —  such relations. But transduction  also adds a 

com m odified potential to the reperto ire o f hum an  sensations, as does any “am plification” 

or “am puta tion” o f h u m an  sense organs m anufactured  u nder the auspices o f  tu rn ing  a 

profit. As K arl M arx  explains, senses are “cultivated o r b rough t in to  being” by social 

tensions such tha t “m an  him self becom es [an] object'1'' m oulded by social pressure, 

namely, the pressure o f  com m odity exchange and  any contingent class conflicts (M arx 

and Engels 1968, 140-141; m y italics). W alter Benjam in concurs. In  his words, “the 

m anner in which hum an  sense perception is organized, the m edium  in which it is 

accom plished, is determ ined  no t only by natu re  b u t by historical circum stances as well” 

(Benjamin 1968, 222).

R ecording P ractice  C onnotes R ela tive  M on etary  P riv ilege.

Since transduction is the purview  of only those w ith access to sound 

reproduction technology, R ecord ing  Practice m andates th a t its denizens configure 

themselves into a particu lar reperto ire o f sensations, each  o f  w hich obtains only through  

consum ption o f  a particu lar kind o f  com m odity. T h a t is, R ecord ing  Practice coerces its
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denizens into consum ing sound reproduction  technology —  and , therethrough, 

transduction —  to experience certain  sensations. M aking and  hearing  music recordings 

thus becom es “leasing ou r ears and  eyes and nerves.... to  com m ercial interests” 

(M cLuhan 1964, 75). T h is is not, as M cL uhan argues, “like h and ing  over.... speech to 

private co rpora tion  [s]” —  it is such capitulation (M cLuhan 1964, 75). A fter all, if one m ay 

speak o r  h ear only by consum ing a  particu lar com m odity first, such com m unications 

(such “contents”) as result are  each in the first instance com m odities.

I f  record  innovation is a m atter o f relative m onetary  privilege, record reception 

m ust also be a  m atte r o f  such privilege. Both musical behaviors are  equally predicated  

upon consum ption o f  sound reproduction technology. A gain, as Jacques Attali notes, 

“people m ust devote their tim e to producing the m eans to buy  record ings” (Attali 1989, 

101). T hey  m ust also devote their tim e to producing the m eans to buy such 

technologies as m ake m usic recordings musically useful (i.e., stereo systems). W hile 

com m entators such as A nahid  K assabian argue that the increasing prevalence o f record  

reception th roughou t the W est m andates adoption by all its citizens o f  a  “ubiquitous 

subjectivity” —  a w ay o f  being in the w orld which is forged th rough  transduction and  

which, due to its genesis, is som ehow ontologically specific to everyone —  they 

overlook th a t such subjectivity is only achievable by satisfying a  series o f  expenses in 

the first instance (K assabian 2002, 131-142). W hat is signified by “ubiquitous 

subjectivity” m ust be a generally privileged and , crucially, a  de te rm ina te  position u n d er 

conditions o f capitalism , then. It can only be “ubiquitous” th ro u g h o u t a  particular 

class o f person, as is any position in com m unications w hich is forged through  

consum ption o f technology.

T he sam e is true o f  contentions such as Joke  H erm es’s th a t “from  tim e to tim e, 

all o f us (some perhaps m ore than  others) engage in virtually m eaningless m edia use”
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(H erm es 2000, 577). Such assertions neglect tha t m edia are by n a tu re  exclusive to 

those w ith relative m onetary  privilege. At the sam e tim e, then , such assertions 

ultim ately neglect th a t exploiting m edia  always connotes relative m onetary  privilege to 

begin with. Indeed , it is no t only the self-styled intellectually elite w ho secede from  

R ecord ing  Practice (whatever their rationale). T here  are m any  w ho simply cannot 

afford b u t to secede, whose secession is an “operational and  practical fact” o f R ecording 

Practice from  the get go. “Innovation is for them  not novelty b u t ann ih ila tion” 

(M cLuhan 1964, 76). T ransduction  innovates them  to dea th , to inanimacy, in those 

musical com m unications which only it enables.

The N etw o rk  a s  a  “T echnocracy”: C oveting T ran sdu ction .

T he notion  o f  R ecord ing  Practice as a  “technocracy” thus rings true. As Neil 

Postm an explains, a  “ technocracy” obtains w hen “those w ho cultivate the use o f a new 

technology becom e an  elite social group w ho are gran ted  undeserved  authority  and 

prestige” (Postm an 1992, 9). W ith  regards to R ecord ing  P ractice, such “undeserved 

authority  and  prestige” as Postm an lam ents is the ability to achieve discursivity for 

m usical purposes by transduction. It is garnered by providing people no recourse for 

cultivating the requisite technological, nor musical, com petencies to achieve such 

com m unicative agency as R ecord ing  Practice requires, except by consum ing 

comm odities. T hereby , the N etw ork o f R ecording Practice institutionalizes the 

“undeserved au tho rity  and  prestige” o f  a certain  kind o f  discursivity as a function o f its 

agents’s capacities to consum e, which is a function o f their incom e, o r the storehouse o f 

capital they have access to, from  the first.

In  the final analysis, then, Recording Practice constitutes a  measure for coveting 

transduction, and  each o f those com m unicative agencies w hich transduction  enables. It
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covets transduction  as a private property  by assigning exchange values to each 

generation o f  sound reproduction  technology as objectifies it for m usical purposes. In 

so doing, it creates a “technocracy” o f com m unications. Indeed , only those w ith access 

to sound reproduction  technology and  tim e enough for using it —  only those w ho are 

capable o f  either satisfying or eluding satisfaction o f  a particu lar exchange value —  

m ay ever achieve such discursivity as R ecord ing  Practice enables.

SECTION TWO

Locating  the P o w er (Button).

In  its m usically interpellated state —  th a t is, as R ecord ing  Practice —  

transduction furnishes its users with the only m eans to constitute them selves as m akers 

and hearers o f  m usic recordings. But R ecord ing  Practice is always a priori and external 

to w hom ever does this. It precedes its users as a collection o f  objects, each o f  which 

supersedes all hum anity  in term s o f audile capacity. As such, w henever som ebody 

m akes o r hears a  m usic recording, they specify their Self as a  “reco rd  innovator” o r a 

“record  receiver,” ju s t as they m ake themselves fundam entally  likewise to any such 

innovator o r receiver (i.e., as sound reproducers and , thus, consum ers o f  sound 

reproduction  technology). Indeed, even if m akers and  hearers o f  m usic recordings m ake 

and h ear different organizations o f sonic phenom enon , they nevertheless transduce.

A  b rie f excursion into the realm  o f  m ixing should clarify w hy this m atters. E ach 

m ix already hears for its receivers the data  w hich a m usic record ing  stores, regardless o f 

w ho exactly —  or, even, w hether o r no t anybody —  actually hears it do so. W henever
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som ebody m akes a mix, they m ake a “con ten t” o f sound reproduction  technology and, 

in so doing, an  object. W henever som eone transduces such a  “m ix,” they actualize a 

construction o f  their receiving Self in the  guise o f a  mix. T h e  m ix o f Miles Davis’s 

“N efertiti” (1967), for exam ple, always hears the Miles Davis Q u in te t (ca. 1967) fixed in 

an arrangem ent which roughly approxim ates a concert-hall audience m em ber’s 

perspective to the Q u in te t during  the m iddle 1960s. T h e  Q u in te t’s perform ance m ust 

always be hea rd  as such, regardless o f  w ho —  or, again, w hether o r no t anybody —  

actually transduces the track; no m atter w hen, w here, in whose com pany, no r to w hat 

ends, the track is transduced.

Those w ho hear “N efertiti” are furnished no m eans o f  altering this perspective. 

T here  is absolutely noth ing  they can do to change their circum stance in the labour o f 

R ecording Practice. In  fact, once record  innovation is com plete, “ record  innovators” 

becom e bu t one am ong  potentially any nu m b er o f  “record  receivers” o f  their own m usic 

recordings. Even its innovators h ear by “N efertiti” only w hat and  how  its mix hears for 

them , and only if  they consum e sound reproduction  technology in certain  prescribed 

m anners (i.e., for purposes o f  record reception).

Nevertheless, m any com m entators stubbornly insist th a t people always retain 

total control, if  no t a sort o f m etaphysical prim acy over, sound reproduction  

technology. As T im othy  T aylor proclaim s, “we m ake m achines for ou r own ends” 

(Taylor 2001, 14). Typically, T aylor deploys this d ictum  to refute any argum ent 

otherwise, and  w ithout further com m ent. H e is no t alone in doing this. C om m entato rs 

o f  R ecording Practice in general tend  to take agency on faith, and  they often use it as a 

foundation o f  analysis. T hey  offer no explanation how people achieve this total agency, 

however, no r w hat exactly enables them  to do so. Som ething called “agency” simply 

exists, com m entators implicitly claim. It is a substance w ithin each and  every person
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from  w om b to tom b. Thus, it is som ething w hich R ecord ing  Practice exemplifies 

creative use of.

This w ould be fine if it rem ained  a m etaphysical/sp iritual assum ption about

w hat specifically constitutes hum anity  and its place in the w orld. As noted, though,

this line o f reasoning is often deployed by analysts o f  R ecord ing  Practice as a

counterm easure against any claim  th a t sound reproduction  technology influences how

people think and  act while using sound reproduction  technology, especially if  tha t

influence is thought to constitute stricture. By this logic, though, m usic recordings can

have nothing w hatever to do w ith how  people th ink and  act while they m ake or h ear

music recordings. N either can the m aterial properties o f  stereo systems limit record

reception, no r can storage m edia, m ixing boards, potentiom eters o r anything else which

is required for R ecord ing  Practice to happen  have efficacy in those com m unications

which, w hen com bined, they enable. W hile this seems patently  absurd , it is indeed a

typical interpretive tack. T here  seems to be som ething w hich is sim ply intolerable to

com m entators abou t the notion th a t m edia, and  each o f their object-form s, constitute

stricture, which leads to an  alm ost pathological refusal to acknow ledge even the

possibility o f lim itations in R ecord ing  Practice.

T im othy  T aylor, for one, argues thus to dismiss the totality o f  Friedrich

K ittler’s theorizations o f  the m edia. T o  K ittler’s m ind:

T he m ore com plicated the technology, the sim pler, th a t is the m ore forgetful we 

can live. R ecords turn  and  tu rn  until phonograph ic  inscriptions inscribe 

themselves into brain  physiology. W e all know hits and  rock songs by heart 

precisely because there is no reason to m em orize them  (K ittler 1999, 80-81).

T aylor deems such a notion egregiously “reductive,” because it ignores w hether o r no t 

people “like singing the hits,” w hether o r no t they “derive some pleasure from  doing so.”
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But if anyone is guilty o f  oversight, it is Taylor. H e, himself, leaves a  whole host o f

crucial questions unansw ered. W hat, exactly, constitutes “m ean ing” o r “pleasure,” for

instance? H ow  are the  “com plex and  personal” varieties o f “m ean ing” and “pleasure”

which T ay lo r speaks o f  in the first instance m ade? H ow  do listeners learn , o r know, to

m ake “m eaning” o r “p leasure” from  anything, neverm ind “com plex” varieties, let alone

from  m usic recordings? For Taylor, such questions m ust be irrelevant. H e simply

offers his unansw ered, if  no t unansw erable, questions in response, an d  moves on.

A determ ining  connection betw een w hat enables a particu lar m usical practice,

and  any “m eaning” o r “pleasure” which is thereby derived, m ust be m aintained lest

com m entators slip in to  crude solipsism. T h a t is, com m entators o f  R ecord ing  Practice

m ust be careful no t to  distort a notion o f all hum anity  as th a t w hich  exists at a critical

distance from  the w orld —  the basis assum ption o f  instrum ental reason  —  into crude

Sarnoffism. R etu rn ing  to  M cL uhan’s definition:

In accepting an  honorary  degree from  the U niversity o f  N o tre  D am e a  few years 

ago, G eneral D avid  Sarnoff m ade this statem ent: ‘W e are  too prone to m ake 

technological instrum ents the scapegoats for sins o f  those w ho wield them . T h e  

products o f  m odern  science are not in themselves good o r bad; it is the way they 

are used th a t determ ines their value.’ T h a t is the voice o f  the  curren t 

som nam bulism . Suppose we were to say, ‘Apple pie is in itself neither good nor 

bad; it is the w ay it is used th a t determ ines its value.’ O r, ‘T h e  smallpox virus 

is in itself ne ither good nor bad; it is the way it is used th a t determ ines its va lue .’ 

Again, ‘F irearm s are in themselves neither good n o r bad; it is the way they are  

used tha t determ ines their value.’ T h a t is, if  the slugs reach  the right people 

firearm s are good. If  the T V  tube fires the right am m unition  a t the right people 

it is good. I am  n o t being perverse. T here  is simply no th ing  in the Sarnoff 

statem ent th a t will bear scrutiny, for it ignores the nature o f  the medium, o f any and all 

media (M cLuhan 1964, 11-12; m y italics).
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Sarnoffism  ultim ately elides the base circum stance o f  R ecord ing  Practice, which 

is to say, it overlooks th a t R ecord ing  Practice is a  series o f  m usical interpellations o f 

transduction. Sarnoffism  thus ignores th a t R ecording P ractice depends upon 

transduction and , thus, th a t anything which is thereby m ade or derived is likewise 

dependent. U ltim ately, Sarnoffism ignores tha t one m ay only speak o r h ear by 

R ecord ing  Practice how ever sound reproduction  technology enables, th a t anything 

which is experiential by m aking and  hearing  music recordings is a p roduct o f operating 

a particu lar kind o f  technology.

N otw ithstanding  this, record  receivers m ight still be understood  to enact 

hum anity ’s to tal control over sound reproduction technology each  tim e they transduce, 

as T aylor argues they do. After all, it is record  receivers w ho “p u t together.... personal 

play lists, skip som e tracks, repeat others, tu rn  up the volum e to block ou t the external 

soundtrack o r flip betw een the tw o” (C ham bers 1990, 2). I f  receivers d id n ’t have this 

agency, they simply cou ldn’t shut their stereos off. Yet, while record  receivers enjoy 

some agency to m ake certain  determ inations as to how  a  m usic record ing  should sound 

during and  by their record  receptions, and  to either feed pow er to sound reproduction 

technology o r let it ga ther dust in silence, they m ay do so only because such agency is 

furnished them  as a capacity  o f the sound reproduction  technologies they must exploit to 

ever receive a  m usic recording in the first place.

Indeed , shutting pow er on or off can hardly be a rgued  to secure sovereignty for 

all hum anity  over sound reproduction technology. T h e  sole difference betw een G eorge 

O rw ell’s fictional telescreen and  a stereo, for exam ple, is th a t we can shut the stereo on 

or off by depressing its pow er button  or by “unplugging” it from  its pow er source, and 

nobody eavesdrops on those musical com m unications w hich  we thereby  engage in or 

disengage from . But this is so only because the pow er b u tto n  and  the relative privacy o f
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use we enjoy constitute objective properties —  “operational and  practical facts,” as it 

were —  o f  sound reproduction  technology itself. Such technology is simply not m ade to 

enable eavesdropping, n o r to enforce continuous use.

U ltim ately, by shutting pow er on o r off, users o f sound reproduction  technology 

dem onstrate  th a t they depend upon  such technology to dem onstra te  their independence 

from  it in the  first instance. “T he  problem  is no t how to get on to  R ecord ing  Practice,” 

then , but:

H ow  to get off. This is far m ore difficult th an  it m ight seem... You cannot opt 

ou t o f  the N etw ork entirely (Shaviro 2003, 4-5).

The DJ as F reedom  Fighter: Undoing P rodu ction -C on sum ption .

T h e  figure o f  the D J is often invoked against claims th a t sound reproduction 

technology bears some degree o f efficacy in those m usical com m unications which it 

enables. In  fact, the D J is now chiefly explained as an  exem plary  “refunctioner”

(<Umfunktionieren) o f  sound reproduction technology.39 O r, m ore rom antically, the DJ is 

described as a “revolutionizer” o f  musical practice in sum  —  a  high-M odernist freedom  

fighter in a  tim e o f “prescriptive” technological stricture and  rationalization (even if

39 The term and concept is borrowed from W alter Benjamin. Benjamin suggests that 

technology may be subjected to the same “alienation effect” which he argued Bertolt Brecht 

subjected his audiences to. Thereby, technology becomes a means for redressing 

institutionalized imbalances of power in the capitalized West. Benjamin elucidates this 

concept fully in W alter Benjamin, “The Author As Producer,” Walter Benjamin: Selected 

Writings, Volume 2, 1927-1934, edited and with an introduction by Michael W. Jennings. 

(Cambridge: The Bellknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 768-782.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-258-

com m entators chiefly claim  this as an achievem ent o f  Postm odernity). T h a t is, 

according to these com m entators, DJs “c u t” and  “scratch” a  pa th  for all hum anity  to 

follow th rough  the W eberian  “iron cage” o f technologically enforced rationalization (i.e., 

so-called “ technologization”).40 T hey  “refunction” o r “revolutionize” technologies o f 

music consum ption into “new praxes o f  p roduction” (Potter 1998, 33). In  so doing, they 

supposedly relieve their listeners o f the hardship  o f consum ption per se.

In  F rank  B oughton’s and Bill Brew ster’s estim ation, for instance, DJs exploit 

sound reproduction  technology to enact “both  p roduction  and consum ption” 

sim ultaneously (Brewster and  B oughton 2000, 14). Subsequently, in Shaviro’s words, 

the DJ supposedly

takes technology.... and turns it back against itself. [D Js] scram ble linguistic 

and com puter codes to create soundscape [s] o f m alice and  foreboding. T hey  

unw ind the skeins o f digital control, feeding code back onto  itself (Shaviro 2003, 

45).

O r, as Paul D. M iller (a.k.a. DJ Spooky T h a t Sublim inal Kid) so grandly  explains o f  his

own cultural work:

T rains, planes, autom obiles, people, transnational corporations, m onitor 

screens —  large and  small, h um an  and  non-hum an  —  all o f  these represent a 

seamless convergence o f tim e and  space in a w orld o f com partm entalized

40 This opinion is notable in, among others, Russell A. Potter, “Not the Same: Race, 

Repetition and Difference in Hip-Hop and Dance Music” Mapping the Beat: Popular Music and 

Contemporary Theory, eds. Thomas Swiss, John  Sloop and Andrew Herman. (Malden: 

Blackwell, 1998), pp. 31-46; Bill Brewster and Frank Boughton, Last Night A DJ Saved My Life: 

The History of the Disc Jockey. (New York: Verso, 2000); Sean Portnoy, “This Is Fascism?

Raves and the Politics of Dancing,” Reading Rock and Roll: Authenticity, Appropriation, Aesthetics, 

eds. Kevin J . H. Dettmar and William Richey. (New York: Columbia University Press,

1999), pp. 145-172.
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m om ents and  discrete invisible interactions. Som ehow  it all ju s t works.

Fram es pe r second, pixels per square inch, color dep th  resolution m easured in 

the millions o f subtle com binations possible on a m on ito r screen.... all o f  these 

m edia still need a designated driver.... Sound and im age divorce and  reconfigure 

before they reunite  in the mix. T he  wheels tu rn , the discs spin, the ha rd  drives 

flow w ith the recursive logic o f the tyranny o f the beat. T h e  tim es change and 

the m usic evolves.... N avigate the m etaphor, cut an d  paste it into here and 

now. Commedia dell’ arte becom es digital, becom es to ta l theatre , becom es 

electronic. Feel the frequencies.... I t’s the twenty-first cen tury  (Miller 2004, 23- 

28).

Y et the hope o f Potter, Brewster and  B oughton, Shaviro, and  M iller, for

instance, th a t p roduction  m ight always potentially occur a t the sam e tim e as

consum ption —  that is, th a t production  and  consum ption are som etim es indistinguishable

as categories o f  h um an  agency —  is no t uniquely suited for explaining w hat DJs do.

A ccording to Steve W aksm an, electric guitarists consum e the sym bol and  technology

“electric gu itar,” transduction, am plification, electric gu itar strings, “Live” or

“C oncert” m usical exchange —  indeed, the gam ut o f technologies, techniques and

musical interpellations o f  those techniques which an  electric gu itar objectifies —  each

time they strap on, say, a  T elecaster and wail (W aksm an 1999). In  fact, simply by

listening and  adjusting, no t ju s t electric guitarists bu t all m usic perform ers produce and

consume their perform ances a t once. H ow ever, by this sam e logic, o r by any o ther

rationale which fails to posit a productive Prim e M over for consum ption , they do

neither. As K arl M arx  explains, production itse lf:

Is a t the sam e tim e also consum ption.... T he  individual w ho develops his 

faculties o f  p roduction  is also expending them , consum ing them  in the act o f 

production, ju s t as procreation  is in its way a consum ption o f  vital powers 

(M arx and  Engels 1968, 7).
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Production enables consum ption, then. O therw ise, com m entators m ust argue for 

devisal o f new  term s and  concepts to account for those sam e com m odity  relations 

which the term s an d  concepts they refigure already adequately  account for.

Simply pu t, DJs elucidate exactly how  the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice 

m andates consum ption  o f  technology in place o f  “vital pow ers.” DJs have no choice 

bu t to constitute them selves w ithin the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice by exploiting the 

very technologies they  supposedly “refunction” in so doing, and  precisely as every o ther 

participant in R ecord ing  Practice must: to assume the position o f a “record innovator” or a 

“record receiver” therein.

W hat DJs uniquely dem onstrate is th a t sound production  itself is no longer 

necessary to m ake a n d /o r  m ark  a  m usical com m unication. Even then , DJs depend 

upon sound production 's a priori situation w ithin the R eal o f  the  N etw ork o f  R ecording 

Practice to accom plish this. T h a t is, they depend upon  R ecord ing  P ractice’s situation 

o f sound production  as unrepresentable and , thus, impossible to en /d eco d e , except as 

an always p resent an d  decidedly Lacanian O th e r o f attainable experience. Thus, w hat 

DJs ultimately dem onstrate  is that, once inside the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice, “one is 

that m uch m ore hopelessly su rrendered” (Kittler and  Rickels 1992, 67). In  this case, 

“one is tha t m uch  m ore hopelessly surrendered” to the social institution o f the sound 

reproduction m edium ; and, thereby, to the social totality w hich facilitates, perpetuates 

and profits, by such an  institution.

Even D J Spooky, th a t self-styled visionary o f  the “rhy thm  science” vanguard, 

“can ’t think o f  a  single sound” he hasn’t heard  o r couldn’t m ake. M usical ideation 

m ust eventually boil dow n to a m atter o f “transducibility” in the N etw ork o f  R ecording 

Practice, to a  m atte r o f  “m usic’s” suitability to im m ediate circum stance. Everything in 

Recording Practice is only there because o f its “transducibility .” “N um bers and
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figures” are  all th a t is perceptible to —  and, thus, all th a t is opera tional w ithin —  the 

N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice.

The C om pu ter: Im p o ss ib le  Refunctioning.

T h e  personal com puter is also treated  determ inistically by m any 

com m entators, as a  technology w hich “refunctions” m usical practice  in particular, and 

society in general, each  tim e it operates. C onstructing and  deploying a kind o f techno- 

sham anic narrative o f  com puter based musical practice, com m entato rs interpellate the 

“hacking” and  “hom e-brew ” narratives o f D o It Y ourself com puter m aking into their 

interpretations o f the  com puter’s curren t m usical and  social situations. For instance, 

copyright infringem ent by dow nloading songs and  “ripping” C D s is variously lauded or 

decried by com m entators as though musical practice per se were revolutionized o r 

degraded each tim e a  song is dow nloaded, ra the r th an  th a t dow nloaders do nothing 

m ore dangerous th an  disagree with the social convention o f  copyright law.41 T hereby , 

a  record  innovator’s loss o f potential profits (i.e., a  th rea t to capitalist musical 

exchange) is shaped by com m entators into a m etonym  for all m usical practice in 

ascension o r decline.

T he  possibility tha t R ecording Practice has expanded  to accom m odate the so- 

called “in ternet revolution” is simply not all th a t m uch  en te rta ined  these days. But

" For a representative sample of current commentary about the computer’s current musical 

situation see, for instance, Roy Shuker, Understanding Popular Music. (New York: Routledge, 

2001), pp. 51-66; Larry Starr and Christopher W aterman, American Popular Music From 

Minstrelsy to A/TF(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 445-451; and Reebee 

Garofolo, Rockin’ Out: Popular Music in the USA. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2002), pp. 412- 

419.
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dow nloaders must have access to the requisite com puter technologies to dow nload and

transduce in the first instance, even if  w hat they  do is ju d g ed  “illegal.” T hey  m ust also

have access to a  com puter to store and h ear w hat they dow nload, and  to the  requisite

technology should  they “rip” C D -R  copies o f  w hat they store on their com puters. T he

com puter is a  sound reproduction  technology like any o ther, after all. Furtherm ore, as

Steven Shaviro concedes, m ost record  receivers w ho do their m usical labour prim arily

through com puters:

Always pay full price for their in ternet connections, as well as for the m usic’s 

physical m edia: the com puter equ ipm ent [they] use, the h a rd  drive onto which 

[they] dow nload the files, and the C D -R  discs onto  w hich [they] subsequently 

b u rn  them  (Shaviro 2003, 57).

T o  participate  in the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice is always to enact 

com plicity w ith the social totality which enables and  profits by it. There can be no 

“rejunctioning” o f  sound reproduction technology because such technology is only ever made to enable 

transducing in any musical manner. Indeed, simply by aspiring to the status o f a “m usician,” 

o r by treating  w hat they h ear as genuinely “m usical,” record  innovators and  record 

receivers cast their lot with tha t social totality w hich em pow ers only certain  people to 

define and  m ake “m usic” authoritatively. T h a t is, they agree to the social convention 

o f  “m usic” and , thereby, w ith tha t social totality which renders o rthodox  w hatever it is 

tha t “m usic” historically names.

T he  sam e can be said for how people trea t technology, and  w hat they aim  for by 

using it. O ne m ust consider sound reproduction  technology a genuinely “m usical” 

apparatus for R ecord ing  Practice to happen. In  so doing, one casts one’s lot w ith tha t 

social totality w hich musically interpellates sound reproduction  technology, and  which 

profits through such interpellation. Any o ther exploitation —  w hich is to say, any
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“nonm usical” use —  o f  such technology is no t a musical in terpellation o f transduction. 

T hus, it qualifies ne ither as an enactm ent, no r as a  p roduct, o f  the N etw ork o f 

R ecording Practice.

SECTION THREE

The Sound R eprodu ction  M ed iu m  as  an In stitu tion .

T he sound reproduction  m edium  thus constitutes a  social institution. It 

achieved Innisian “dom inance” the second an  industry coalesced around  it to ensure 

socially acceptable production and  distribution o f  its object-form s. R ecord ing  Practice 

musically interpellates this institution as a relation betw een objects o f a particu lar kind 

(i.e., sound reproduction  technology) and  a m eans o f  m aking them  relate (i.e., R ecording 

Practice). T hose w ho undertake R ecord ing  Practice thus do so in accordance with the 

sound reproduction m edium  as a constituent institution o f the capitalist mode o f production. Indeec 

w henever som eone makes o r receives a music recording, they enact com plicity with 

th a t social totality w hich facilitates, perpetuates and  profits by such an  institution, and 

which secures for it Innisian “dom inance,” no m atte r which “con ten ts” they m ake or 

m ark in the process.

It is the sound reproduction  m edium  per se to which record  innovators and  record 

receivers conform , then , no t the ra the r O rw ellian vision o f m edia  fallen into w rong, 

totalitarian hands. In  fact, instead o f O rw ell’s powerful m etap h o r o f  a Big B rother, 

R ecording Practice dem ands consideration o f  Aldous H uxley’s ra th e r  m ore bleak vision 

o f the future. As Neil Postm an explains:
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W h at O rw ell feared were those w ho would ban  books. W h a t H uxley feared was 

th a t there w ould be no reason to ban a  book, for there  w ould be no one who 

w anted  to  read  one. O rw ell feared those w ho w ould deprive us o f inform ation. 

H uxley feared those w ho w ould give us so m uch th a t we w ould be reduced to 

passivity an d  egoism. O rw ell feared tha t tru th  w ould be concealed from  us. 

H uxley feared th a t the tru th  w ould be drow ned in a  sea o f  irrelevance. O rw ell 

feared th a t we w ould becom e a  captive culture. H uxley feared  we w ould becom e 

a  trivial culture, preoccupied w ith some equivalent o f the feelies, the orgy porgy, 

and  the centrifugal bum blepuppy.... In  1984 , people are  controlled by inflicting 

pain. In  Brave Mew World, they are controlled by inflicting p leasure (Postm an 1985, 

vii-viii; m y italics).

Again, as K ittler notes, “technologically possible m anipulations determ ine

w hat.... can becom e discourse” (K ittler 1999, 232). But technologically possible

m anipulations also determ ine who m ay becom e discursive, and  how , because they are,

in the first instance, a  function o f  the m aterial properties o f  technology to begin with.

U ltim ately, then , users o f  com m unications m achines are no t socialized by the

“contents” they m ake o r m ark, except, perhaps, in the very last instance. Before this,

they are socialized by learn ing  to exploit the object-form s o f  m edia  for com m unicative

purposes, which guides them  through the “con ten t” m aking and  m arking  process for

the rest o f their na tu ra l lives. As M cL uhan explains o f phonetic  literacy, for exam ple,

it is perhaps useful to consider that any form  o f com m unication  w ritten, spoken, 

or gestured, has its own aesthetic m ode, and tha t this m ode is p a rt o f  w hat is 

said. A ny kind o f  com m unication has a  great effect on w h a t you decide to say if  

only because it selects the audience to w hom  you can say it.... W ith  the 

invention o f  the a lphabet the voice was translated  to a  visual m edium  with the 

consequent loss o f  m ost o f its qualities and  effects. But its range in tim e and 

space was thus given enorm ous extension. A t the sam e tim e th a t the distance 

from  the sender o f  the recipient o f a message was ex tended , the num ber o f  those
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able to decipher the message was decreased. W riting, in o ther words, was a 

political revolution. I t changed the nature o f social communication and control 

(M cLuhan 1951, 189; m y emphasis).

The T ech n o log ica l/T ech n ica l B ias o f  the N e tw o rk  o f  R ecord in g  Practice.

R ecord ing  Practice requires th a t all m anner o f com m unication  and  ideation as

occurs for and  by it be, respectively, (i) m anners o f transducing  and  (ii) m anners o f

considering transduction  musically useful. In  requiring this, R ecord ing  Practice renders

musical com m unications per se a m ode o f transducing. T h e  N etw ork o f R ecording

Practice simply concretizes this m andate  as a  condition, o r a  basic principle, o f  all

musical exchanges as h appen  by it. As the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice is accepted

by people, so, too, are the two basic “conditions” o f its use.

T he  “bias” o f  the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice can  be ne ither tem poral nor

spatial, then. T hese are, after all, categories o f  human apperception . T h e  “bias” o f the

N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice is, rather, “technological,” in M arcuse’s sense, or

“technical,” in E llul’s (M arcuse 1964; Ellul 1964). All th a t can be said o r heard  by

Recording Practice is w hat can be produced and  perceived by sound reproduction

technology. T h e  “w orld” which is accessible by the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice is

thus all th a t can  be transduced , which is to say, all th a t “w orks” given im m ediate

circumstances. As H erb ert M arcuse explains:

W ithin the established system.... aspirations are  transla ted  into adm inistrated 

cultural activities.... I f  goals are to be satisfied w ithou t an irreconcilable conflict 

with the requirem ents o f the m arket econom y, they  m ust be satisfied w ithin the 

fram ew ork o f  com m erce and profit (M arcuse 1955, xxiii).
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O nly this w ay is the N etw ork o f R ecording Practice successfully rendered  som ething 

o ther th an  an  “aggravation” to  “the very base o f  advanced industrial society, namely, 

the g radual underm in ing  o f capitalist enterprise in the course o f au tom ation” (M arcuse 

1955, xxiv).

O bviously, this is by no m eans an  innocen t developm ent. As som ething which 

bears a “technological” o r “technical” bias, R ecord ing  Practice extracts the need for 

hum an  specificity in m usical com m unications altogether. It renders people useful only 

as program m ers o f  sound reproduction technology. T he  m ateria l presence o f people —  

their eyes, ears, m outh  and nerves —  are not required  by the N etw ork. People are, in 

o ther words, rendered  “obsolete” (M cLuhan 1975, 74; M cL uhan  1977, 175). Indeed, 

m ore than  ju s t a  technology which enables sublation o f h u m an  specificity in musical 

com m unications to an unprecedented  degree, the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice requires 

such sublation before those com m unications w hich it enables m ay happen.

This said, because R ecording Practice arose and  continues to  operate under 

conditions o f  capitalism , the subjection o f com m unicative agency to the capacities o f a 

particu lar kind o f  com m odity m ust also be a  ceding o f com m unications to the capitalist 

m ode o f  production. T hus, it is possible th a t “a  technologically literate public might 

reject technological determ inism  and accept the cu rren t social science argum ent that 

technology is m alleable and subject to social con tro l,” as T hom as H ughes hopes they 

will (Hughes 2004, 173). But this would only fu rther distance them  from  any accurate 

understanding  o f w hat, for my purposes, sound reproduction  technology has been m ade 

to achieve for m usic and  culture, namely, the aggressive deletion o f  hum an  specificity in 

musical com m unications. Indeed, “the endangered  state o f  the na tu ra l environm ent, 

the deteriorating hum an-built world, and the th rea t o f technology ou t o f contro l” which 

H ughes sees to characterize W estern capitalist m odern ity  does no t simply “reflect
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people’s values and  their resigning themselves to  determ inism ” (H ughes 2004, 173). 

M ore im portantly , it reflects their resignation to determ ination  by  im m ediate 

circum stance per se.

U ltim ately, the social utility o f  transduction  has already been  judged  by preceding 

generations. It was found not only useful but, for m any, profitable. People get w hat 

they w ant by the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice. Som e like “singing the hits,” as it 

were. O thers like tu rn ing  such “pleasure” into a  potential for profit making. For these 

and  o ther reasons, m ostly having to do with the the ability o f the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  

Practice to generate “pleasure” and  “w ealth” for its denizens, people selfishly invest in 

the N etw ork by innovating, selling and  buying m usic recordings an d  the technologies 

w hich are required  to m ake music recordings m usically useful. T h is can only be the 

case if  the N etw ork o f  R ecording Practice is now , and  always was, no m ore no r less 

than  a  part-and-parcel o f the capitalist m ode o f  production. In  w hich case, anything 

w hich one says o r does by the N etw ork m ust also be a part-and-parcel o f tha t sam e 

social project.

In the final analysis, the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice canno t deliver its 

denizens from  present circum stance. It is, in fact, a  fail-safe against such delivery. It 

purposely fails to deliver supercession o f  so-called “a rt” —  aesthetic com m unications 

—  from  division o f  labour, and “art, insofar as it is negatively affected by the division o f  

labour, m ust be superseded” (M eszaros 1970, 212). T h a t there  even exists a  record  

industry, no m atter its cu rren t disarray, dem onstrates how successful this p lanned  

failure has been.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-268-

R estra in ts  Upon C o m m u n ica tio n s  —  R estra in ts  Upon the Self: Coercion.

M oreover, if  com m unication  is one way in w hich people constitute their Selfs, 

any restra in t upon  procedures o f com m unication m ust be collaterally restrictive o f how 

they m ay do this. In  fact, such restrictions limit, or constitute stricture over, w hat o f the 

Self m ay be com m unicated  in to  and  as p a rt o f  the object world. I f  the Self canno t be 

fully expressed in relation to the object w orld nor as p a rt o f  it, transcenden t ideation 

(i.e., so-called “objectivity”) becom es an  operational pipe dream . Consequently, 

subversion o f or, even, quarre l w ith im m ediate circum stance becom es operationally 

impossible, bo th  in concept and  in practice. O bjectivity —  th a t is, for m y purposes, 

attempted consideration o f m ore th an  one’s own condition —  is thereby  rendered  a once 

valued h um an  (not to m ention  hum anitarian) potential m ade increasingly impossible to 

entertain  as even a concept. Instead, solipsism becom es the norm .

Indeed, the sound reproduction  m edium  “ha[s] no need to secure o u r spiritual 

complicity as long as we do m ore o r less w hat [it] dem ands,” as T e rry  Eagleton 

contends (Eagleton 1994, 134). Simply by undertak ing  R ecord ing  Practice “we do 

m ore or less” w hat the sound reproduction  m edium  dem ands o f  us anyw ay, even if we 

consider ourselves to enact subversion o r achieve m ore o r less em pow erm ent in so 

doing. W e undertake R ecord ing  Practice and  all we do is consum e those generations o f 

technology which em body it. Everything else called “R ecord ing  P ractice” nam es only a 

surplus, or a  perhaps valued though certainly unnecessary product, o f  this one act.

In  the final analysis, then , the sound reproduction  m edium  constitutes an 

institution o f  social coercion. It is, in Jeffrey A lexander’s words, “a  p roduct o f jo in t 

activity and association, the effect o f which is to ‘fix,’ to ‘institu te’ outside us certain 

initially subjective and  individual ways o f  acting and  judg ing” (A lexander 1995, 259).

As noted, the procedures which the sound reproduction m edium  requires its users follow
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enforce conform ity by prescribing how com m unications m ay only ever happen. In  tu rn , 

this “prem ising” o f  com m unications encourages a  circum stance w herein  only particular 

configurations o f  da ta , and  particu lar m odes o f configuring such da ta , are authorized to 

en ter the chains o f h u m an  discourse (i.e., prototypes). A nything w hich is no t thereby 

au thorized  is m uted , as it were. It becom es not so m uch sublim e, n o r R eal, as 

som ething specifically h um an  which is proscribed from  h um an  com m unications —  

som ething “vital” rendered  otherwise.

R ebelliou s “C o n ten ts . ”

Still, every institution generates its rebels. W ith  regards to  the N etw ork o f 

R ecording Practice, these rebels are, for instance, the “unru ly” upstarts attacked by the 

P .M .R .C . (a.k.a., T h e  P aren ts’ M usic Resource Center), w hich is to say, the 2 Live 

Crews, the O zzy O sbornes, and the M arilyn M ansons o f  the w orld. As Roy Shuker 

explains:

T he P M R C  established a  Rock Music Report, condem ning  w h a t they claim ed to 

be the five m ajor them es in [Popular] music: rebellion, substance abuse, sexual 

prom iscuity and  perversion, violence-nihilism , and  the  occult. T hey  started a 

highly organized letter w riting cam paign, and began  a rgu ing  for the 

im plem entation o f  a ratings system for records, sim ilar to th a t used in the 

cinem a. T h e  P M R C  also sent copies o f  lyrics o f songs they  saw as 

objectionable to p rogram  directors a t radio and  television stations, to be 

screened for ‘offensive m aterials,’ and  pressed record  com panies to reassess the 

contracts o f  artists who featured violence, substance abuse, o r explicit sexuality 

in their recorded  w ork (Shuker 2001, 225).

It seems th a t the P .M .R .C . missed the point, here. H ow ever, so did Popular 

M usic’s m any defenders a t the time. W hile the likes o f  M arilyn M anson  upset certain

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



-270-

conventions o f  “co n ten t” by their recordings, they conform  to im m ediate circum stance 

as does any record  innovator by absorbing their m usical fictions into the sound 

reproduction  m edium  in the first instance. (This m ay, in fact, go a  long way in 

explaining w hy it is th a t the capitalist m ode o f p roduction  has yet to be overturned by 

any record  innovation, even if “con ten t” m ay be, and  often is, a  locus o f m oral panic.) 

W hatever record  innovators say is possible only if it is u tterab le  w ithin the N etw ork o f  

R ecord ing  Practice to begin with. T herefore, every com m unication  as is m ade by 

R ecording P ractice is anticipated  by the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  P ractice as an 

operational possibility from  the first. In  upsetting conventions o f  “con ten t,” the likes o f 

M arilyn M anson only render conventional their antagonism s o f  convention —  as yet 

ano ther m ultiple instance o f sound reproduction technology geared  tow ards some 

musical purpose; as yet ano ther kind o f  consum able object (i.e., a  m usic recording).

Indeed , no  m atte r  w hat they sound like, M anson and  his ilk follow the by now 

tim e-honoured trad ition  o f  sculpting symbols o f sonic p henom ena  (i.e., “storage-state” 

data) into properly  “m usical” arrangem ents, and  o f  producing  objects which store such 

sculptures (i.e., m usic recordings). R ecord receivers are  free to consider these objects 

“shocking,” “silly,” “ ridiculous” o r w hat-have-you, o r to neglect them  and  let them  

gather dust as the inherently  silent objects they are.

If  anything, th a t M anson’s music recordings are heard  betrays his and his 

listeners’ allegiances to the social convention o f a sound rep roduction  m edium , and to 

the social totality w hich tha t m edium  venerates as one o f  its p reem inen t or “dom inan t” 

institutions o f  com m unication. Any record  innovator’s m usical p roduction  simply 

cannot exist b u t by transduction and, thus, by consum ing sound reproduction  

technology. A nd  this is precisely w hat the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice requires o f 

com m unications —  no  m ore, no less.
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The (U ltim ate) “M essa g e” o f  the In s titu tio n  o f  R ecord in g  Practice.

T h e  “m essage” o f  the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice is one o f  stricture and 

deterrence. T his is to say tha t the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice is clearly 

“technologically determ ined ,” and  th a t the stricture o f  transduction  —  its “message”

—  enables hum anity  only a finite set o f potential avenues for com m unicating, each o f 

which at som e point requires a certain  expenditure o f m oney given the curren t capitalist 

context o f its m anufacture  and  distribution. T h e  distribution o f  those com m unicative 

agencies w hich the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice concretizes is, then , “organization o f 

scarcity” (M arcuse 1955, 36). I f  scarcity o f  this sort is accepted by people, as it has 

overw helm ingly been, R ecord ing  Practice can be counted  on as a lifelong investment. 

So, too, can com pliance be counted on, a t least in m usical com m unications.

M edia such as sound reproduction, and  cultural interpellations o f  such m edia 

(i.e., the N etw ork o f  R ecord ing  Practice), constitute measures for structuring, facilitating 

and, thereby, for leveling operational censorship over com m unications. This is not a 

truism so much as it is an acknowledgment o f stricture: not just anything can be said or heard by sound 

reproduction technobgy, nor can people participate in Recording Practice but by consuming sound 

reproduction technobgy in the first instance. In  w hich case, record  innovators and  record 

receivers are always lim ited to arranging  only certain  prescribed, already socially 

venerated  term s (i.e., to undertaking specifically “m usical” uses o f  sound reproduction  

technology). Even then , they m ust consum e two kinds o f  com m odity  before and while 

they do this. First, they m ust consum e sound reproduction  technology. After, they 

m ust consum e w hat sound reproduction technology objectifies, nam ely, the perceptual 

and com m unicative potential(s) o f transduction.

U ltim ately, w hen all is said and  done, the N etw ork o f R ecord ing  Practice 

constitutes an  achievement, o r a production, o f  the sound reproduction  industry. Now, it is
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simply a constituent o f  tha t industry, w hich operates under the guise o f  “m usical” 

com m unications. As such, on a b roader level, R ecord ing  Practice constitutes a 

constituent practice o f the social project o f capitalist p roduction  in general, o f  the 

capitalist m ode o f  production  per se. It was forged from  the social fabric which 

capitalism  wove du ring  the last ha lf o f  the n ineteen th  century, and  it continues to 

operate as a part-and-parcel o f capitalist p roduction  today.

Indeed, the practice o f  m aking and  hearing  music recordings renders people 

inadequate to achieve a  particular kind o f  com m unication , except by having recourse to a 

particu lar kind o f  com m unications m achine. T o  do this, people m ust consum e, 

nam ely, sound reproduction  technology and  its prim ary  agency, w hich is transduction. 

This is the very th ing  that such technology is presently m anufactu red  and m arketed for, 

no m atter the “contents” which result. As long as R ecord ing  Practice happens, then, 

such consum ption will continue to occupy a constitutive position in musical 

com m unications. So, too, will the industry and  the social totality w hich perpetuates 

and  profits by the various restrictions th a t the sound reproduction  m edium  —  given its 

present, Innisian “dom inance” —  continues to wield over its users.
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