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Editors’ Introduction

The Center for Humanistic Study was formed in 2210 with the generous support of anonymous donors. Among the CHS’s previous projects were the exhibit and accompanying catalog for Drone and Apocalypse, which showcased apocalyptically-themed art and drone music of the early 2000s.

The mandate of the CHS is to study the discourse of the “humanities”, a collection of non-scientific disciplines such as literature, history, and philosophy that were mainstays of universities during the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries. Until around 2040, undergraduate students could choose to major in such topics as the Victorian novel or Ancient Greek history. Such programs could not guarantee employment for their graduates, and the market demand for such degrees was generally low. The rationale for such education was that it supposedly prepared students for jobs later in life requiring historical or cultural awareness, or writing skills, or in the rarest of cases, general cultural literacy. Graduate students who chose to pursue humanistic study at the doctoral level were expected to write in an even more highly specialized form of academic prose about literature, history, art, or philosophy, and such writing was disseminated in small circles of similarly qualified scholars in the format of dissertations, articles, essays, and monographs. The general public rarely read academic publications. Most doctoral candidates in the humanities aspired to jobs as university professors, but very few succeeded in landing such positions.

The instigation for this publication was the chance discovery of a postcard sent in October 2013 to Joanna Demers, a professor of musicology at the University of Southern California. Demers was sufficiently intrigued by the postcard to refer to it in the introduction of her critique of popular music that considers the role of thought-fictions, concepts that serve a purpose even though they are known to be untrue.1 Demers intended the book as a modern counterpart to Robert Burton’s seventeenth-century compendium on depression, The Anatomy of Melancholy. She completed a draft of the manuscript, but the book was never published. In its conclusion, Demers expressed concerns that its emphasis on thought-fictions would place it beyond the confines of her academic discipline. Yet for Demers, thought-fictions were central not only to her immediate musicological inquiry, but to the flagging state of the humanities, which even by the early 2010s were already under fire from university administrators and boards of trustees across North America. Many called for the elimination of humanities programs, citing the teetering global economy and the need for young adults to choose stable employments. Demers argued that humanists made themselves easy targets for criticism. A glutted job market forced aspiring professors, particularly those at the early stages of their careers, to publish fanciful speculations on the most arcane aspects of their fields. Academic writing had so detached itself from the lived experience of scholars and the public alike that, Demers feared, it would be regarded in subsequent eras as a particularly effete form of thought-fiction. And scholarship had deteriorated to the point where authors were judged on their ability to make false premises sound true.

This sounds like the type of jeremiad that any middle-aged professor might have launched, once a more or less stable career and income had been established. The redeeming feature of Demers’ manuscript is that it goes beyond merely complaining about thought-fictions. Demers situates thought-fictions in relation to a philosophical lineage she terms the “Hegelian tradition”. The writers GWF Hegel, Karl Marx, and Jacques Lacan had all recognized the role of thought-fictions in philosophy, economics, and psychoanalysis, decades before Demers wrote her book. The difference between the philosophers Demers so esteemed and the academic-writing industry was not that the former abstained from thought-fictions, but rather that it fully explored the ramifications of belief in that which we know to be untrue. Academic writing, on the other hand, was quick to identify the fallacies in the thoughts of others, but operated under the tacit assumption that the beliefs of the researcher were well-founded, and never ambivalent. Demers proposed a modest first corrective by calling attention to several thought-fictions that contemporary popular musicians and listeners promulgated. She organized these thought-fictions into two contradictory positions: that music was alive, and that music was dying out.

There is no doubt that this is an odd book. Demers slides between personal and scholarly writing seemingly without transition, and at times seems guilty of the overspecialization and quibbling she faults in academics. But these quirks are intelligible if one considers the larger cultural context. Social media and the over-democratization of the political process had, by the early twenty-first century, eroded the already thinning distinctions between the private and public. And among Demers’ peer group, which prided itself on its level of education and its progressive social values, belief of any sort, whether religious or otherwise, was suspect. The act of admitting belief was already risky, but to admit an imperfect, ambivalent belief was downright dangerous. For behold what belief reaped: intolerance, persecution, prejudice – all these were standard fare for Demers’ day. The humanistic disciplines claimed to fight these ills by seeking reality amid belief – in short, to do the work of the sciences by seeking the objective truth. By comparison, Demers suggests a dark path to knowledge, one that saw belief for the messy bundle of emotions it is.

We have published Demers’ manuscript in its original version, adding our own footnotes (marked “Editors’ Note”) only as appropriate, and a Postscript.


Abstract

Style has traditionally been regarded as a mechanism for conveying knowledge and guiding expectations. Style can be said to be the defining attributes of a specific work, artist, or genre. It is what a musical work or artist sounds like. The status of style in popular music currently resides in a state of great flux, even volatility. Spotify, for instance, claims as one of its goals the obsolescence of genre, and encourages subscribers to broaden their listening choices beyond the confines of genre through curating track-lists for particular activities and times of day.2 We are now several decades into the era of artistic chameleons ranging from David Bowie and Scott Walker to Kanye West and Taylor Swift, for whom a stylistic or genre shift is as easy as a wardrobe change. And thanks in part to the retromania3 that makes supposedly old musical styles fashionable once again, style has become the latest battleground for litigation, as stylistic markers that never before qualified for copyright protection now count as intellectual property. Style has become a quantifiable phenomenon; experts in music informational retrieval (MIR) now map changes in style and genre on the basis of harmonic and timbral characteristics. Researchers are even framing style in terms of Darwinian evolution. These divergent and, at times, fanciful ways of thinking underscore the centrality of style in pop-music discourse. They also suggest that we are no longer entirely sure what style in popular music means. Through thinking in terms of such “musical fictions” – and through intermittently believing them – we evade the existential reality of style, the fact that it no longer means very much.

Anatomy of Thought-Fiction proposes a method for unraveling the knots that complicate our understanding of pop-music style. Part I introduces the category of the thought-fiction: a concept that serves some purpose even though it is known to be untrue. A defining characteristic of today’s popular music is its promulgation of beliefs that, although recognizably fallacious, are received as truth by artists, listeners, and entrepreneurs. Drawing from the philosophy of Hegel and Marx as well as Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory, this section distinguishes thought-fictions from metaphors, which are useful, false concepts that are always acknowledged as false. Unlike metaphors, the thought-fictions surrounding pop style are subtle because they can be identified as false or believed as truth; they can even be believed and discounted simultaneously. I present a preliminary example of a thought-fiction taken from Greil Marcus’ Lipstick Traces (on the heroism of punk performance) before introducing the two thought-fictions that guide the subsequent essays: “Music is alive”, and “Music can die out”. Both fictions have developed as a result of the confusion over style. I conclude by reflecting on how we can discern fictions, even while keeping in mind that we can never exorcise them from our thinking about music.

Part II explores the ways in which stylistic proliferation causes us to conceive of pop music as alive. Musicians and philosophers treat sounds in genres like electronica as if they possessed the capacity to suffer. Researchers are applying theories of biological evolution to explain changes in pop style. And recent developments in technology and intellectual-property law beg the same sorts of metaphysical questions that dog discussions of species classification. These various fictions underscore the fact that, for many within and outside of academia, music itself is increasingly an object of biological discourse.

Part III interrogates how discourses of stylistic scarcity and regression cause us to perceive pop music as undergoing extinction. David Bowie’s recent passing has highlighted how his approach toward stylistic change is no longer possible today. While the present or the future used to be preferred topics for pop songs, many artists today prefer to retreat to the past – not some supposedly authentic past, but an explicitly fantastical, made-up past – with apparently no sense of irony. And because of drastic changes in how music is produced, distributed, consumed, and sold, we have embraced a view that pop is an endangered species.

The Conclusion considers the consequences, both desirable and otherwise, of thought-fictions, and suggests a way to live with them, but not under them.

Robert Burton wrote his Anatomy of Melancholy as a scholarly work that defined the illness and explored its treatments. But Burton also admitted that he wrote about melancholy because he himself suffered from it. Anatomy of Thought-Fiction is meant in kind, as a scholarly dissection of a phantasm, even a mental illness, from which I suffer. For I too believe in ideas that I know are false.


Part I

Thought-Fictions and Musical Style

Postcards and Thought-Fictions

In October 2013 I received a postcard sent from Bangalore, India. To this day, it remains a mystery to me. The sender’s cursive is expansive and lovely, and seems familiar. But try as I might, I cannot make out the signature underneath the salutation (“With best wishes”) that would identify the sender. Three five-rupee stamps depict scenes from Jayadeva’s epic poem, the Geetagovinda. The stamps form an upper border over the handwriting that, curiously, appears in three colors of ink: pink (for “AIR mail”); light blue (for “With best wishes – [and the sender’s name, presumably] – 21/10 [something illegible] Rd – B’lore”); and dark blue for my name and address. This side of the postcard is, for me, a delightful little enigma. The provenance of the card seems just beyond my reach, as if merely one more autographical clue would reveal the sender to be an old friend or teacher, someone whom I know.

The mystery only increases when I consider what is printed on the other side of the postcard. It is a flow chart with text in seven colors. The heading states, “M = ER2”. This equation is written out in the following line as “Memory = Emotion x Rhyme x Rhythm”. Surrounding these four words are terms and phrases such as “Cerebellum Basal Ganglia”, “Sub-conscious or implicit memory”, and “Five senses”. These various pronouncements are entangled in a web of arrows and text boxes that refer to chemicals (“Dopamine”, “Oxytocin”, “Serotonin”, and “Endorphins”) and areas of the brain. Elsewhere on the card appear statements like “Music is in the genes”, “Amygdala & Accumbens (ventral striatum) (Musical emotion)”, and “Lights upto [sic] Fear & Music on scans”. Near the bottom, the postcard declares that “Reticular formation may be the prime mover of ‘Consciousness’ ‘Arousal’ and ‘Emotion’ because of its many connections especially to the Automatic & Endocrine systems. It is the great ‘Unifier’ as is ‘Music’.”

This thicket of interlocking branches and arrows makes any of my interpretations provisional at best. The postcard would seem to claim that music stimulates the areas of the brain that regulate memory and affective response. The visual surfeit is pleasantly esoteric for my taste, but its quirks notwithstanding, the postcard contends that music is a measurable stimulus, a phenomenon that exerts quantifiable effects on the human brain. A brief internet search indicates that the text draws from the writings of an M.R. Shetty, who published a few books of poetry and rhyming couplets.4 It may be that the sender is himself M.R. Shetty, but I will probably never know for certain. I also do not know why I was sent this postcard. So most of what could be known about this communication will remain unknowable to me. What I do know is that I find myself disagreeing with the postcard’s message. Music is more complicated than the flow chart lets on, because so much of music’s affect depends on acculturation, education, and environment, variables that are challenging enough to describe on their own, let alone as they interact with cognitive phenomena. Still, the message of the postcard is hard for me to discount entirely. If its purpose is to convince readers that music affects our emotions, that music can trigger and aid memory, then despite knowing otherwise, I believe what this postcard says. We can all think of examples in our personal lives that would support such a claim. And if the postcard’s pseudo-scientific rhetoric strikes me as tenuous, it doesn’t matter, for I have accepted this message as a beautiful fiction, an untruth I believe in order to approach the considerably more difficult questions of how music affects our emotions and cognition, and why it does so in a manner that is distinct for each listener.

Other disciplines are marked by these same fault-lines separating science from the arts and humanities. Aesthetics acknowledges that music can trigger memory and induce affective response, but its claims are often transcendental (meaning applicable to all listeners, or all listeners of a particular type) and bypass issues of physiology, cognition, or culture. At its weakest, aesthetics behaves like the stereotype some nonphilosophers have conceived of it: elitist and effete, based on armchair speculation. Neuroscience, on the other hand, sets out to explain empirically how music affects cognition, but its focus on cerebral function runs the risk of overlooking the effects of culture, history, economics, politics, and (especially!) aesthetics. At its least convincing, neuroscience reduces listening to input and output streams connected to the black box that is the mind, which itself is reduced to a particularly complex computer. My mysterious postcard deploys a peculiar assemblage of esoteric aesthetics and neuroscience. Although I know that ‘M=ER2’ is mathematically incoherent since the postcard defines ‘R’ as two distinct variables, I can nonetheless momentarily indulge in this thought-fiction to go where the rival disciplines of aesthetics and neuroscience are unable to follow.

I use the term “thought-fiction” purposefully to refer to a concept that serves a purpose even though it is known to be untrue. When we are enthralled by a beautiful sky at dusk, for instance, we tend to think of sunsets as the moment when the sun slowly descends behind the western horizon. No matter our level of education or age, it is easy to conceive of a sunset as the product of the sun’s, rather than Earth’s, movement because we cannot feel Earth’s rotation. Sunsets stand at the junction of what we know to be true and that which we believe out of habit or convenience. Our ordinary, unreflected experience of sunsets amounts to a convention we know to be contrary to fact, yet that concurs with the way we perceive our planet. In jurisprudence, there is a term to describe such situations. “Legal fictions” are statements made in legal proceedings that are acknowledged as false, but are not intended to deceive.5 Legal fictions can be as non-descript as a “metaphorical way of expressing the truth”6, or more purposively, can be “false statements recognized as having utility”.7 Among the most infamous of recent legal fictions is the 2010 Supreme Court decision Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which found that the First Amendment prohibits restrictions on the money that nonprofit corporations spend on election advertising.8 Implicit (though never stated) in this ruling is the concept of corporate personhood, a legal fiction dating back to the nineteenth century that permits courts to treat corporations as persons.9 The Citizens United ruling found that personhood entails protection under the First Amendment, and that limiting the amount a corporation can spend on election publicity amounts to limiting a (corporate) person’s right to free expression.

The legal fiction of corporate personhood is certainly controversial, but should not give the impression that all legal fictions are cynical means to ends. A more loving legal fiction is that of adoption, since the adopted child is issued a new birth certificate that indicates only the adoptive parents. This fiction, of erasing any record of biological parents, places all rights and responsibilities with the adoptive parents. Legal fictions undergird much of modern life, amounting to crutches with which courts can approach complex issues.10 We sometimes acknowledge these fictions as metaphors, and at other times, we simply accept them as truth. At such moments, the fiction resembles philosophy, a way of making sense of a baffling world. The fictions common in courtrooms are by no means the only sort of thought-fictions. Most of us have acted at
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