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Abstract

This dissertation engages an unresolved debate on the ‘rock aesthetic’ in New Left Review,
between Perry Anderson and David Fernbach while pointing toward a new dialectical social
theory with which to analyze cultural form in general and music in particular. The debate was in
the first instance methodological, formal/technical vs. lyrical contextual analysis. Within this
methodological debate we see inscribed the misunderstanding the sixties New Left had of the
sixties counterculture, and thus the conditions of possibility for a missed encounter. Rock music
was neither a direct instantiation of the times, as Anderson implies, nor was it an entirely new
form that must be schematized sui generis with a new set of axioms, as suggested by Fernbach.
Indeed, it was both and then some. In engaging this debate, | use canonical figures of the era as
my primary case studies as well as what I call my excursions — miniature analyses that capture
the broader point I am making in my cognitive mapping of the cultural production of the long
sixties. From this project’s standpoint, it was the Left that missed an encounter with the
counterculture, not the counterculture that missed an encounter with the Left.

To continue this engagement, | have deployed what | have called a theory of the missed
encounter. | engage what could have taken place, that is to say, if the implicit metaphysical and
practical connection between rock music culture and the Left had been consummated, by
examining why this could not have taken place, why there was a missed encounter. As against
the more commonly theorized Popular Front and Punk eras which I stipulate as consummated
encounters, the sixties, aesthetically and politically — did not coalesce in the same sense. The
Missed Encounter, for me, is a heuristic, a point-of-departure. | presume, thus, with my own
analysis that once one goes beyond mythology, a missed encounter is readily apparent. The
purpose of my rethinking of the rock music canon is not positivist proof of a missed encounter,
rather it is to formulate the “sixties question’ through the premises of its existence.
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Special Note to Readers:

In addition to the Spotify playlist embedded below, throughout this project, there are embedded
hyperlinks that will take the reader to YouTube or other public domain videos of performances
and/or audio recordings of the linked song or album. These are accessible when reading from a
computer or tablet. The specific songs and albums chosen, both for the music linked within the
text and for the longer playlist, have been specially curated to enhance the narrative. | do
suggest, when available, that readers access higher quality sound files, preferably from vinyl
LPs, Compact Discs or High-Resolution downloads. Especially for music recorded in the
“analogue” era, the dynamic range — the range between loud and quiet — is far superior to
“brickwalled” or compressed digital sound.

However one listens, the reader is strongly encouraged to at least listen to the songs that are
subject to in-depth lyrical or historical analysis. My placing of the music within the text itself is
influenced by the work of John Berger, whose work on visual art would not be understandable
without unmediated exposure to the historical material. It should be noted that some artists —
notably The Beatles and Bob Dylan, keep much of their published output off YouTube and other
free websites; thus, there are fewer embedded songs, unfortunately, from either of these two key
artists. Music deserves the same unmediated attention, and this is a key goal for this project.

Spotify Playlist “Forces of Chaos and Anarchy”
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https://open.spotify.com/user/222xymh36ko7gqarqamv6cbdq/playlist/64ZASz92aoyzEDBAQiSdeH

Part I: Theory of the Missed Encounter and the Social History

of Cultural Production

Chapter 1

Left Is Where | Always Turn

1.1 Life During Wartime

A song written by a communist echoed across the gigantic football stadium, beaming out
across the televisual live-streaming fibre-optic cables and airwaves to near and far. Millions,
perhaps billions, familiar with the melody from one time or another, sang or even hummed along
at least to the chorus. Here | speak of Lady Gaga at the 2017 Super Bowl, who performed
Woody Guthrie’s “This Land is Your Land” along with some numbers that may have been a
little queer for US Vice President Mike Pence, who was sitting in the crowd. In the year leading
up to the Super Bowl, a certain Donald Trump was elected President, confounding much of the
liberal intelligentsia.

One could hear foreboding warnings of Trump, along with a new sense of cultural
resistance in the preceding year. The Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn campaigns brought out
a great deal of support from cultural workers, and indeed, in particular in the case of Sanders, by
way of musicians as varied as Phish’s Jon Fishman and Run the Jewels’ Killer Mike; musicians
played key roles in their campaigns. With the growing sense that Trump had a fighting chance
for the presidency, ominous but stalwart tones came in, and while television comedy continues to
dedicate itself to making fun of Donald Trump’s apparent stupidity and recklessness, popular
music provokes listeners to dig deeper at the foundational assumptions that produced Trump in

the first place. Particularly salient in this regard were LPs from veteran acts like New York hip-



hop group A Tribe Called Quest and the neo-psychedelic rock band Flaming Lips. Building upon
the cycle of social movements in the last half decade, from Occupy to #BlackLivesMatter,
popular music, at least at the level of connotation, seems to have turned left.

The conjuncture, thus, seems all of a piece with early 1969, upon the election in the
United States of the arch-reactionary Richard Nixon. Like Trump, Nixon had called upon the
‘silent majority’ to defeat ‘coastal elites’. Like Trump, Nixon had used racist dog-whistle politics
in the face of the growing strength of social movements. As with Trump, popular musicians
seemed uniformly opposed and prepared to play an historic role in opposition, as part of the
millions of Americans who intuited revolution around the corner. Grace Slick of the Jefferson
Airplane, who had gone to high school with Nixon’s daughter Patricia, was actually, during this
period, invited to the White House, and was to bring the rabble rouser Abbie Hoffman as her
‘date’. They planned to ‘dose’ the punchbowls with strong LSD.! That year, in response to the
growing desperation of the popular masses against the Vietnam War, the Jefferson Airplane put
out their LP Volunteers, combining a foreboding of dystopia on “Wooden Ships” with outright

calls for revolution on the title song as well as “We Can Be Together”. The latter song’s lyrics

provide the title to this project, “Forces of Chaos and Anarchy”.?

What were these “forces of chaos and anarchy” as imagined in Paul Kantner’s lyrics?
The objective of this project is to discern the meaning of these forces, and why, in the grand
scheme of things, they did not prevail. They did, however, make history, but not in a manner — as
it were — of their own choosing. Put simply, the purpose of this theoretical inquiry is an

examination of what | will be calling the Missed Encounter® between the far Left and social

! Pollack (2009).

2 Jefferson Airplane (1969), “We Can Be Together”.

3 The concept of ‘Missed Encounter’ is used by Bolivian social theorist Alvaro Garcia Linera to demarcate the
missed encounter between of Marxism indigenous-based “Indianismo”. Feldman (2015).


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cxA3Q96a8XE

movements on the one hand, and rock music and the sixties counterculture on the other. From
today’s vantage point, the apparent lock-step development of canonical classic rock music and
the sixties New Left appears to have been a near-miss, something that overlapped but never quite
congealed. This is the point of departure here — not proving, in an empiricist sense, that there
was a “Missed Encounter” but ‘reading history backwards’ in order to move beyond this
appearance. As Tony Smith points out, “only the nature of the object being investigated can
determine which level of generality is appropriate”.* From the cosmos right down to the
minutiae of a three minute song, we will be subtly moving between levels of generality in this
project, but always for the purpose that as we analyse the object of inquiry, our understanding of
this object will expand, and thus shift our modality of analysis.® It is worth pointing out at this
point that it is a near-obvious contention that I’m making, that is to say, that the ‘rise and fall’ of
classic rock, from its origins with Bob Dylan going electric to its degeneration in the early
seventies and subsumption of local music scenes by big business, occurred contemporaneously
with the rise and fall of the New Left, from its origins growing out of the civil rights, student and
antiwar movements, to its degeneration, whether in the form of an apolitical turn, towards ultra-

leftism or ‘working within the system’. With some exceptions on either side of the chronological

4T. Smith (1993).

> The means with which | am deploying the heuristic concept of “missed encounter” lie somewhere in between the
use of counterfactual reasoning in historical sociology, and the notion of ‘suppressed alternatives’, tracing out a
retroactively intelligible path not-taken. These paths not-taken equally include political and cultural praxis on one
hand, as well as interpretation and theorization on the other. Hence, by examining, by implication, these paths not
taken and why they were not taken, that is to, say, the Missed Encounter, we can thus illuminate the paths that were
taken. This process allows us to reasonably think through, under the empirical and analytical parameters established,
alternative outcomes as well as the specific instance in which an alternative set of decisions might have led to a
different outcome. Thus, the heuristic of Missed Encounter is in keeping with the dialectical approaches taken to the
examination of the material itself, as regards to both historiographical and sociological categorizations. In turn, it is
from said categorization, as will be seen, that the processes of abstraction begin.



cognitive map, this occurred between 1965 and 1972, or what Toby Manning calls “the long
1960s”.°

It was here that these forces hit their limits, and were unable to turn said limits into
barriers over which they could transcend space and heroically leap. While there were flirtations,
a fling of sorts, brief encounters that went beyond merely casual, the coalescence, the swerve of
these forces ended up blowing over. This was what I will be calling a Missed Encounter. All the
potential seemed to be there for a socio-cultural coalescence, a synthesis that would preserve and
transcend the elements of both to create an authentically politico-aesthetic constellation. This
was not ‘meant to be’; however, given the ‘inherent vice’,” the internal contradictions and
limitations to both forces, primarily in both contexts due to a divorce from working class
concerns in a traditional sense. Yet these limitations were historically specific. In order to allow
us to understand the contradictory legacy, both of the sixties far Left and of sixties music, we
have to engage in direct analysis of cultural and historical material. Indeed, some elements, in
particular of the aesthetic side of the equation, retain a legacy worthy of celebratory and honest

engagement, as takes place in the second half of this project.

1.2 Dropping Science

In addition to the dialectical procedures as suggested in the work of Bertell Ollman, the
skeletal structure of this project rests upon the three steps of what Paul Paollucci has theorized as
“scientific dialectics”.® Paollucci and Ollman are part of a constellation of dialectical theorists

that would also include Derek Sayers, Patrick Murray and Fred Mosley, that have not primarily

& Manning (2016).
" Title taken from Thomas Pynchon’s novel and Paul Thomas Anderson’s film. | owe the metaphor to Steve Maher.
8 Paolucci (2007), 172.



been deployed in the realm of cultural analysis. Rather the impact of their work on method has
been primarily in the realm of the incorporation of dialectical analysis into mainstream social
scientific practice or “political science”. This strikes one as odd, given the first generation of
Marxist thought’s interest in culture — Lukacs, Trotsky and so forth — and also telling in regards
to the paucity of historical materialist analysis of rock music. It strikes me as necessary to
incorporate this model of analysis to analyse culture in the sense that it was analysed before the
so-called “cultural turn” and advent of “cultural studies”.

Paolucci identifies three simultaneously occurring dialectical procedures within Karl
Marx’s work that allow one to traverse different levels on a ladder of abstraction. The first step
begins with the identification of the object of inquiry in its multidimensional qualities, that is to
say, music and politics in the long sixties. Thus, given this ‘long view’ perspective, there is the
abstraction of specific forms — genres of music, political tendencies and the like. From these
abstractions we are thus able to engage in concrete analysis of actual, tangible historical material
—music in and of itself, political actions and theorizations, the conjuncture as a whole. This, in
turn, leads to provisional explications, detours through various artists, political actors, forms of
music, events as such, before arriving, finally, at the case studies.

Travelling down this broad path, thus, we find ourselves establishing the right models of
differentiation, either of political tendencies or genres of music. Of value is the concept of
‘configuration’, deriving from the work of Alain Badiou. In Badiou’s framework, a
configuration “is not an art form, a genre, or an “objective” period.. .. it is an identifiable

sequence, initiated by an event, comprising a virtually infinite complex of works”.® Here we can

% Badiou (2005), 13. The quotation around “objective” is in Badiou’s original text. Badiou’s work, while situated
conspicuously as “Communist, but not Marxist” is not inconsistent with the more traditional dialectical analysis
being deployed. “Configuration” implies and has inscribed within it, conceptually, the allowance for contingency of
countervailing forces playing out. It is not a ex-posto-facto concept like ‘genre’.



say that the abstraction of configuration may well be form, genre or period; yet, the fluidity and
openness of this means of categorization allows us to identify events that initiate, or set in
motion a chain, either contingently or as part of another chain, any of the configurations under
analysis within these pages. Implicit here is the concept’s modularity, its allowance for
geometric as opposed to arithmetic growth.

Occurring contemporaneously with this procedure, as per Paolucci’s framework, is the
identification of the necessary internal relations, the determinations contained within the object
of inquiry. This proceeds by way of abstraction of various degrees of cultural and political
affiliation, ranging from member/participant, be it in a movement, a band, a party, a community.
From this set of abstractions, there is specification of the actuality, or lack thereof, of this set of
filiations. From here, we thus identify the ‘weak links’ or inherent vice, the internal
contradictions that lead to what has already been retroactively presumed to be a Missed
Encounter. This allows us to move from this concretization of the Missed Encounter by way of
comparison, in both structural and processual lenses.

This procedure, as opposed to finding discrete configurations within the overall historical
material, is more concerned with their relational quality. This allows for not mere speculation as
to affinity or organic connection within the metaphysical realm, but specifies the actuality of a
given musician or social movement/party within the context of its actual practices, and how these
practices brought together, in a ‘really existing sense’, diverse forces. As will be seen, strikingly
similar diagnoses of the limitations of sixties art and politics come from a variety of directions,
that is to say, the critique of ultra-leftism and the “retreat from class” as articulated at various

points by John Lennon, Ellen Meiksins Wood, Pete Townsend and Irving Howe. Thus, the



Missed Encounter is inscribed in a variety of cultural and political practices, and apparent in a
retroactive sense, or as we shall see, within the context of reading history backwards.

Finally, in terms of inquiry, but coming out front in terms of explication, there is a
theorization of what is being referred to as the lock-step quality of the contemporaneous
development of music and social movements in the long sixties. Having identified discrete
configurations, while simultaneously, in a different register, asserting their relationality, we now
can specifically see the reality of the lock-step or contemporaneous quality of the development of
music and politics in the long sixties. Was the connection seen to participants at the time? What
was epiphenomenal to this constellation, and what was necessary, both in historical and
conjunctural terms?

The important aspect to this last procedure is it is equally concerned with divergence as it
is with convergence, as divergence or contradiction is often where one glimpses the reality of a
phenomenon. Truth is often discovered by accident within the context of this procedure. Yet as
opposed to taking the contemporaneity of development, the lock-step quality, as a point of
departure, it is, rather, more often than not, merely an appearance for our purposes. To rethink
this appearance, and its component parts, its anomalies and contradictions, is a key to formulate
an historical materialist analysis of the long sixties. Yet this then begs the question, what do we

mean by the ‘long sixties’?

1.3 Unbroken Chain
Toby Manning’s phrase “the long sixties” is apt, when we engage in the dialectical

practice of extension. Bertell Ollman provides Marxists with three primary means with which to



engage in abstraction,° or, as Tony Smith puts it, for Ollman, and for dialectical analysis in
general, “the world is made up of systems, each of whose parts is internally related to the others.
These systems are in process; their nature is fixed by the past from which they came and the
future towards which they are going”.'! All three are put to use in this project: that is to say, the
practice of extension, or spatial-temporal framing; the notion of generality and how to move
between levels of generality; and finally, the adaptation of vantage point, or what Georg Lukacs
has called a “critical standpoint”.*?

The practice of dialectical social analysis is not a mere fallback with which to cut loose
from a conservative and linear approach to cultural analysis, but it allows for a ‘playfulness’
within the fractal spiral of cultural practices. Karl Marx, in the controversial Introduction to the
Critique of Political Economy, published later as part of the Grundrisse, refers to these practices
as to engage in rational abstraction, that is “in so far as it really brings out and fixes the common
element and thus saves us repetition. Still, this general category, this common element sifted out
by comparison, is itself segmented many times over and splits into different determinations”.*3
There are multiple modes of abstraction at work at various levels of generality in this project, yet
all attempt to be rational abstractions.

The first and primary means of rational abstraction is the practice of extension, of
identifying the method of inquiry in a spatial and temporal sense, that is to say, spatially, here we
are speaking primarily of the United States and United Kingdom. Even more particularly, we are
speaking of London, Liverpool, New York, the San Francisco Bay Area and Los Angeles. It

must always be kept in mind, however, that even for one writing about culture or political praxis

10 Ollman (1976); Ollman (2003).
1 Smith (1993).

12 | ukacs (1971), 149-161.

13 Marx (1973), 85.



in the Bay Area, this set of activities does not occur in a spatial vacuum. This praxis can’t be
isolated from the configurationally similar praxis in one of the other aforementioned cities, not to
mention Prague, Canberra, Cairo or Kandahar. Temporally, we are speaking of the sixties, but
using temporal markers implied by the common sense understanding of the sixties, that is to say,
the “long sixties”, starting, roughly, around the fall/winter of 1963 and 1964, and lasting well
into the seventies, but most commonly 1973. It is worth noting that after-effects, aesthetically
and politically could be felt well into 1973 and 1974, from the oil shock and Watergate to the
continued resilience and even ‘comeback’ of some of the artists under investigation.

Thus, the object of analysis, in its scaffold form, can be envisioned like two lanes on a
highway, in which two cars are roughly travelling the same speed, and sometimes come close to
being able to be right side-by-side, at other points, almost get into serious, even fatal collisions.
Yet most of the time, one is ahead of another. Yet before we can even arrive at how and why
these cars swerve, like atoms, we must identify the topography of this highway, its onramps and
offramps. As Smith points out, analysis here must be “extensive enough to allow the relevant
internal relations and dynamic processes to be grasped, yet not so extensive that irrelevant
considerations enter the picture”.** The trick here is not merely the former, what qualitative
differences and similarities arise out of quantitative shifts. It is also to identify precisely what
considerations are irrelevant, and then, in turn, question their irrelevancy.

It is nevertheless, useful, heuristically, to envision the Left and sixties cultural production
to be these two cars on the highway, travelling within, as noted above, the appearance of
lockstep, abstracting away what can be seen from a closer vantage point, the potential accidents,

encounters, dead ends and pit stops. As will be expanded upon, this will situate the beginning of

14 C. Smith (2001).



the journey as, on one hand, the formation of the Students for a Democratic Society in the United
States, and the founding of New Left Review and other anarchist, communist and Trotskyist
initiatives in the United Kingdom. On the other hand, we have the concatenation of hybridizing
musical forms contingently combining to constitute what we now see as rock music on both
sides of the Atlantic. The equivalent in this case would be variously, the Beatles performing on
the Ed Sullivan show; Bob Dylan going electric; the Acid Tests in the Bay Area. All of these
latter points seem inexplicably intertwined with the former. Both were concerned as much with
authenticity and integrity as they were with substantive and qualitative impact.

As the journey picked up speed, we can thus set off the marker of 1968. In some parts of
the world, notably Paris and Prague, there occurred an uptick in genuine militancy, militancy
outside of the control of social democratic or communist officialdom. Yet this militancy, for
those in English-speaking countries in particular, one could only gaze at these events, bewildered
why a similar turn was not occurring on the homefront.*> This in turn is inextricably intertwined
with the psychedelic shift in rock music, not merely in the popularization of drug use — after all,
many artists and fans did not partake at all — rather, it is a shift from an aesthetic of figurative
and linear art to fractal, chaotic, experimental, affective practices. In 1967 and 1968, the era of
militant — and in some places (Vietnam, South and Central Africa) military — struggle against
capitalism and imperialism, this could not be discursively framed in a simple four chord song
with a verse/chorus/verse structure. Rather it had to be implied sonically, by allusion, by double
meaning, a practice common in what we now know as classical music.

Finally, this lock-step journey enters into a period of entropy, with the aforementioned

ultra-left or “work within the system turn’ in the United States can be, as will be seen, strongly

15 1t is worth noting that in spite of this relative lack of militancy, the anti-war rallies in England were
unprecedented. See Ali (2005).

10



differentiated from the relative sobriety of the British Left. Likewise, the shift in British rock
music and British artists, even those living in the United States, towards a sense of reflectiveness
and attempting to continue to use music to interpret what they could clearly see as a failure. John
Lennon, as will be seen, was quite scathing about the failure of the Beatles. One can take
Lennon further and be quite scathing about Lennon’s treatment of women. In the United States,
however, rock music degenerated, overdetermined by the growth of hippie capitalism into a
‘lifestyle’ divorced not merely from radical politics but from any sense of Bohemianism aside
from a joint or a psychedelic tapestry. In the United States, unlike in Great Britain, it is those
artists, who, either by disavowal, in the case of Bob Dylan, or continuing Sisyphean labour of
culture, as in the case of the Grateful Dead, that we can illuminate the rule by discovering the
exceptions.

Thus, from the vantage point of the end of the era, we see all the presuppositions,
aesthetically and politically for the period of political and cultural degeneration that occurred
through the seventies. Such degeneration provoked aesthetic and political responses from both
the right and left, culturally and politically speaking, but always with a degree of distance. This
degeneration led aesthetically, to punk on the one hand and singer-songwriter ‘easy listening’
‘California rock’ on the other. Or to put it in slogan form: “Neither the Damned nor the Eagles”.
Politically speaking, it marked both the disintegration of a “movementist’ left that had largely
rethought class, but also did not adequately consider issues around sexuality, gender, race and
ability — issues that started to be considered by those who remained on the Left. To put it
simply, the highway became two highways, and what appeared to be two cars, became four,

eight, sixteen, thirty-two, and so forth.

11



The fluidity of the long sixties, configurationally speaking, is that, on a grand level of
generality, an operatic one, as it were, nothing was irrelevant. It was the age for which Marshall
McLuhan coined the term “global village”, and like capitalism being the first set of social
property relations that contained internal tendencies towards universalization, so too did the
growth of American popular culture. It was an age in which even geopolitical boundaries didn’t
stop the Stones from playing a one-off gig in Warsaw to screaming members of the Polish
Communist Party youth who ostensibly were never supposed to have even heard their records.’
Thus we need to fill in the primary contradictions, what is it that, even in 2017, captures our
imagination and often political enthusiasm. Why do generation after generation of young people
listen to the Beatles and the Grateful Dead? Why is it the anti-war movement of the Vietnam
era that provides an unspoken template to nearly all protest politics? The answers cannot be
articulated in simple matter of fact terms — the questions themselves, assume what needs to be
explained.

In point of fact, now that we have established the lock-step singular highway movement
of rock music and far Left politics, we must stipulate, from our vantage point, that this was a
Missed Encounter. This is not a mere counterfactual, a Phillip Roth novel about the Nazis
winning the war, or a “What if Lincoln Lived” potboiler. Rather, like J.P. Marot’s work on early
Soviet economic development and the failure of the right-opposition and left-opposition to have
an ‘encounter’ against Stalinism in the twenties, the purpose here is to illuminate what could

have taken place by examining what did not take place.'® This is rather that we can look back

6 McLuhan (1962).

' Wyman (1990), 381.

18 Marot (2013); Cummings (2013). In my review of Marot’s book for Socialism and Democracy, | write that
“Bukharin proposed slowing industrialization in the cities — an approach that, in Marot’s view, might have prevented
the rise of Stalinism. Yet Trotsky and the Left Opposition, while opposing the twists and turns of the party
leadership, refused to make common cause against Stalin. The great risk, according to Trotsky’s analysis, was
capitalist restoration. Yet it was not quite so simple. Not for the first time, Bukharin seems to have had the more
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and see all the ingredients present for an encounter, ingredients that may not have been visible at
the time. The question being raised is not so much the ‘what’, as ‘Missed Encounter’ is not a
catch-all abstraction, but rather, a heuristic. It is a rational abstraction, like ‘capitalism’, “class’,
‘wage-labour’ and the like. Rather, it is how this encounter was missed, and how in illuminating
this dialectic of lock-step movement and missed opportunity, we can provide a Marxist analysis
of the long sixties that can encompass both art and politics on their own terms.

As Marx once said, “history does nothing”.*® To merely present the information, as do
many political and musical chroniclers, scribes and writers of liner notes, will miss the forest for

the trees. Marx continues, “’history’ is not, as it were, a person apart, using man as a means to
achieve its own aims; history is nothing but the activity of man pursuing his aims”.?° The
purpose of historical materialism is to provide an analysis of what collective forces are shaped by
people pursuing their aims and how those aims, in turn, shift the people pursuing them, the
primacy of self-transformation and collective transformation. By providing a model of

extension, we can thus specify the heuristic, the “McGuffin” at work here, that of the Missed

Encounter.

1.4 Missed Encounters and the Long View
To substantiate what | mean by Missed Encounter, it is not that I am implying that if only
there was a proverbial match-up of objective and subjective factors, the revolution would have

swept away the muck of the ages. Rather, it would be something in which, in actuality, as

correct analysis. Trotsky’s mistake, which aligned him with Stalin’s approach (if not his methods), lay in theorizing
a capitalist-grounded class differentiation among the peasants. Thus, liquidating the Kulaks and collectivizing what
were thought to be capitalist property relations was the wrong answer to the wrong question, and its results are well
known.”, 184-185. This is a paradigmatic Missed Encounter.

19 Marx (1845).

20 Marx (1845).
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opposed to historical mythology, an encounter between art and politics is consummated beyond
mere flirtation. Rather it is that on a specific ‘long view’ level of generality, one would expect to
see, given the determinations at work within the conjuncture in question, more than merely an
elective and affective affinity between cultural producers and the radical Left. Yet the level of
generality that one would expect to be able to engage in a long view from, must sometimes be
escaped, and one must peer into the hidden abode of conjunctural isolation and discrete epochal
comparison.

As will be seen, the two comparative extensions, or conjunctural analyses, of this thesis
are periods that are themselves internally related, within this ‘long view’ level of generality, yet
need be isolated to be taken on their own terms. The first is that of the Popular Front era,
particularly the *Cultural Front” in the United States, which was rooted in — but cannot be
reduced to — Communist International (Comintern) cultural policy.?* The prefigurations of what
Michael Denning calls “the labouring of culture”,?? and of the breaking down of barriers
between affector and affectee, performer and audience, writer and reader, at the very least were
ideas formulated by the Cultural Front.

The second comparative extension is that of the late seventies into early eighties, the
punk and post-punk era. Unlike the Cultural Front, which was dependent upon a dialectical
interplay between various discrete forces from below, from photography to proletarian novels,
from big band jazz to experimental filmmaking, and from above, that is to say, the Communist
Party, and, to an extent, the International Workers of the World, the anarcho-syndicalist trade

unionists more commonly known as the “Wobblies”,?® the punk era was at first a primarily

21 Claudin (1975), Denning (1997), Lukécs (2014), Davidson (2017).
22 Denning (1997), 151.
23 Buhle (2014)
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artistic reaction to the degeneration of rock music, which had become bloated and detached.
Punk became attractive to Leftists, and in turn, punk culture incorporated Left politics, and the
punk aesthetic continues to inform modern anarchism.

From the long view vantage point, both the punk era and popular front era succeeded
where the sixties’ Left failed. Take the question of organization, where there is little doubt that
there was more success in the Popular Front and Punk era than in the long sixties. Whether this
was in the form of the coalescence of the CIO and large Left-led unions in the Popular Front era,
let alone the growth of the organized (and disorganized or ‘fellow travelling’ Left), or within the
growth of social movements, anti-racism, feminism, queer and anti-nuclear, from within the
punk community, this eclipsed the fragmented, implicitly horizontalist and sometimes
Blanquist?* common-sense of the sixties, as will be seen, what Ellen Meiksins Wood calls the
“retreat from class”.?®

Cultural development of course is non-coincidental with political development — thus, on
the level of cultural innovation, it can be argued, at least within the realm of music, that the long
sixties made more of a cultural contribution. What is more, unlike the various forms that came
out of either the thirties, or especially the punk era, at least some of the art — primarily
improvisational music — coming out of the long sixties, had a built-in inoculation against being
instrumentalized against the social forces from which it has a point of origin. There has always
been a Nazi layer within the broad punk community, yet one would have to search quite far to
find a jam-band full of white supremacists. As will be argued, reactionary improvisation is

oxymaoronic.

24 On Blanquist politics, or the work of the 19" century revolutionary August Blanqui, see D. Greene (2017).
Blanquism, which also informed Mikhail Bakunin, and arguably Che Guevara’s ‘focoism’, is a view of elites that
deliberately separate themselves from their constituency, revolutionary conspirators or secret societies.

2 Wood (1986).
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The breadth of cultural development in the era of the Popular Front is astounding, yet is
often only known through retroactive reconstruction by historians engaging in rediscovery. It is
questionable as to whether the various cultural producers who are now, in the works of Michael
Denning or Paul Buhle, conceived of as part of the Cultural Front, saw themselves as part of a
specific constellation as did either the punk milieu of the seventies or the rock music of the long
sixties. As opposed to seeing themselves as part of a ‘resistance’, one can plausibly make the
point that they imbibed the egalitarian and anti-fascist, pro-union common-sense of the period,
yet this was also inextricably connected with, at the very least, critical support of President
Franklin Roosevelt. Their project was the defense of society, not being an adversarial culture of
opposition. This is to make the point, in other words that the vast array of cultural producers
working at the time are easily categorizable as a Cultural Front, as a social movement, yet this is
overdetermined by common-sense as opposed to articulated radicalism.

Nevertheless, both the punk era and the Popular Front era have been conceived,
articulated and have now entered critical-theoretical common sense as eras of consummated
encounters due to the question of sustainable political innovation. In turn, it may well be
suggested, in a certain register, that it is often the case that art that values didactism over other
forms of affective contagion will never attain the same stature as “Art for art’s sake’ — yet as we
will see, the very idea of ‘sake’ can be contested. The question, raised, but not answered,
bubbling beneath the surface here is that of the efficacy of cultural analysis that overdetermines
the outfront politics while paying scant attention to the context in which any given cultural object
is embedded.

Part of this conceptualization of the punk era on the one hand and the Popular Front on

the other, as eras of political innovation in comparison with the sixties, is the relative poverty and
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paucity of analysis of the period. In turn, this is determined by the unresolved debate as to the
method with which to analyse cultural production itself, whether isolated from its context or not.
Put simply, on one side of this is a mode of interrogation that emphasizes lyrical analysis, at best
a form of history-from-below that uses essentially the same critical tools as critical comparative
literature studies. Lyrics crystallize a very specific moment, yet their lasting value, through this
lens, is both their historicity and their timelessness.

The other side of this is a formal analysis, right down to technique, instrumentation and
the like.?® By way of this analysis of form, which will also provide framing for this project,
analysis can examine the politics and cultural practices inscribed, as is the case in film studies,
the jJump-cut, the hand-held shot, the experimentation with the abyss staring back at the viewer.
Indeed, with the emphasis on technical innovation within the long sixties, this is of vital
importance. Yet a purely formal analysis will be unable to specify why, for example, the Grateful
Dead or Velvet Underground had lasting and transformative legacies not shared by similar acts
such as Quicksilver Messenger Service or The MC5, even if the latter two were much more
politically committed. The objective of this inquiry is to preserve and transcend insights from
both sides of this debate, a procedure that in itself raises more questions.

To analyse “Like a Rolling Stone” by Bob Dylan, for example, without emphasis as
much on the instrumentation, production, length and so on, will be merely an analysis of a poem.
The impact of “Like a Rolling Stone” was like Ginsberg’s “Howl” times ten, due to the fact that

while perhaps not as original as “Howl”, it impacted millions of people who heard a six-minute

% Formal analysis of rock music is prevalent in the voluminous popular literature, and has an appeal to fans in the
sense that box-scores do to followers of baseball. Examples include Parke Putterbaugh, Jesse Jarnow and Rob
Bowman. See Jarnow (2016). More successful means of incorporating formal analysis into full-fledged theorization,
as pertains to music, include Kelley (2013) on Thelonius Monk or Amiri Baraka/Leroi Jones in his various works on
blues and jazz music, e.g. Jones (1999).
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work of impressionism on their transistor radios. One of the first critical engagements with rock
music, either as formal or lyrical/historical analysis, comes in a debate in the pages of the New
Left Review. The “rock aesthetic” debate was conducted between the historian and social
theorist Perry Anderson, writing under the pseudonym of Richard Merton, emphasizing the
lyrical component —yet at a loss when describing the affect; and the eminent Marx translator
David Fernbach, writing pseudonymously as Andrew Chester, emphasizing form, yet at a loss in
theorizing mediation between form and conjuncture, thus, politics and the socialist project that is
meant to be implied in any Marxist or dialectical analysis.?’

As will be spelled out further, during the epoch under analysis, millions of young people
literally thought the revolution was around the corner.?® As well, many of the cultural producers
who will be engaged were, at the very least, making a conscious attempt to innovate in a sense
that had an impact on the social whole. These cultural producers, however, while in practice
often quite political if we are to define aesthetic rebellion and experimentation as political, often
eschewed being pigeonholed as political artists. This was often for the reason that artists felt used
by political forces beyond their control, forces seen as top down. Dylan, as will be seen, felt
instrumentalized by the old, cultural front-affiliated folk music movement. For better or for
worse, this attitude of wielding culture as a tool, as opposed to a component part of an
infrastructure-of-dissent, was prevalent amongst much of the social movements at the time. The
latter point shows a tremendous misunderstanding on the part of the movements in regards to

what was seen to be ‘political’. For many artists, what was seen as a ‘political’ position, such as

27 The Anderson/Fernbach debate, occurring from 1968 to 1970 in New Left Review, will be spelled out in greater
detail in the following chapter.
28 Hawkins-Sisson (1985), 35.
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participation in the anti-war and student movements, or supporting the Black Panther Party,
transcended ‘politics’. It was simply what one did; it was the cultural common sense.

The Left thus, in many ways, both underestimated and overestimated its hegemonic status
within the broader counterculture. It underestimated its hegemony insofar as the degree to which
broadly progressive and even radical ideas were becoming common sense, even if in an uneven
fashion. This is to say that as opposed to trying to learn from the hippies, the far Left tried to
teach them, which, if anything, made both camps look silly. If anything, the youth culture was
skeptical. They saw the hypocrisy of their parents’ worldview. They perceived a generational
social rejection of their lifestyles, drinking away while pooh-poohing the use of cannabis,
cheating on their spouses while inveighing against “free love’. This rendered them suspicious of
some of the social movements even if sharing their ideas.?® The overestimation of hegemony
came in the form of an assumption of legitimacy, as an implicit though all-too-present vanguard.
The assumption, without declaration, of the New Left as a vanguard, without any party or
organizational form, made it seem unaccountable, which indeed, to a degree it sometimes was.
While implicitly rejecting a caricatured version of ‘vanguardist” communist politics, many of the
social movements acted as if they believed themselves to be seen as an authentic vanguard.

This proverbial “dialogue of the deaf’ between radicals and cultural producers is precisely
what allows this period to be labelled a Missed Encounter. All of the ingredients for a
consummated encounter were present. How these ingredients were present and what constituted
their component parts will form the bulk of this project. As well, it is not as if there were no
connections, explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious, between these social forces. Rather,

the point is that they never became one phenomenon, in the sense that, for example, an

29 Wolfe (2008).
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engagement with French politics and theory from the sixties and seventies would be impossible
without engaging French cinema — and vice versa. Histories of sixties music, as well as sixties
social movements only make reference to the other in passing, or when there is something very
specific, and this is usually an exception, not a rule. Historical social theory, for the most part,
upon first glance does not glimpse mutual determination, rather, merely correlation.
Correlation, as the saying goes, is not causation. Conjuncturally speaking, cultural
production is a necessary ‘internal relation” within the totality of the social reproduction of
capitalist social property relations in general, and was perhaps as determinant as it has ever been
during the period under analysis. Musicians moved from a didactic folk-music derived ‘from
above’ aesthetic to one that crystallized the complications and contradictions and beauty of the
era, dizzy with possibility. Likewise, Left activists, primarily youth as opposed to the traditional
Left constituency of the labour movement, naturally gravitated towards the countercultural
milieu and became, in a sense, a constituency as it fostered an alternative common sense.
Cultural rebellion was political in and of itself, with the constitution of new subjectivities, new
wants, new means of presentation of the self. Outright traditionally oppositional politics, thus,

had to appeal to this new subjectivity.

1.5 Structure and Process

This project will proceed with laying the groundwork as to how to conceive the music of
the era in relation to the political dynamics, that is to say, using a long view vantage point to
examine how the configurationally specific cultural production has the capacity to crystallize the

specific historical moment. As the International Relations scholar Robert Cox once said, “theory
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is always for someone and for some purpose”3® and one can say the same for art in general, and
for music in particular, regardless of any ostensible intent on the part of the artist. Yet in order to
do so, this thesis engages in a rational abstraction to establish a varying set of vantage points
from which to interpret the historical material itself. In doing so, this study reads history
backwards using the present vantage point to examine, on a broad, long view level of generality,
what tendencies in the past led to the present conjuncture, culturally, and what, in turn, portends
in the present to the future. The various temporal extensions, notably the case studies constitute
events, seen as a specific confluence, and thus concrete and specific with the generalities stated
here. Presented at first are a set of determinations that are less specific in their content, but no
less important in shaping the event itself. As with Marx and much of the classical Marxist
tradition, examine history from a projected socialist future, if we are to assume, as we should,
that socialism is not only desirable but also necessary for the survival of the species.

Yet the vantage point and concepts deployed can even shift methodologically whilst
retaining contemporaneity and historic specificity. A various set of procedures will be deployed,
isolating on one hand the “use value’ or form and content of art to examine the question or “‘sake’
of art in general. The primary model for this endeavour, as introduced in the first of a series of
theoretical chapters, will be that as derived from Neal Wood and Ellen Meiksins Wood, what
they have referred to as the Social History of Political Thought (SHPT). The great virtue, of the
Woods’ method is that it provides a glimpse of that space that captures both historic-specificity

and relative degree of relevance. To the Woods, political and social theory is always about ‘who

rules’ and “how’ and, in turn, it could be in support of the status quo, opposed to it on behalf of

% Cox (1981), 129.
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deposed ruling classes or disesmpowered popular classes.®! This set of axioms, as applied to
music is only retroactively intelligible, and this project constitutes a preliminary attempt at
developing a ‘Social History of Cultural Production’.®2

I adapt the Woods’ framework to the study of popular music, yet in so doing, require a
different set of building blocks than do the Woods in their analysis of thinkers from the Pre-
Socratics to 20th century socialism. | draw on theorists outside of the traditional Marxist
tradition, notably Louis Althusser, but also Gilles Deleuze and Alain Badiou; those who may not
have the Woods’ approval, but on the level of the analysis of ‘affect’ they are useful, if
incomplete. In developing my case for the ostensible “‘sake of art’, a play on the expression “art
for art’s sake’, | draw on Meiksins Wood’s brief but telling portrayal of the early Christian
theologian Pelagius.®® Just as the Woods show the fundamentally anti-democratic qualities of
Plato and Aristotle, she emphasized the court-religion quality of St. Augustine’s demarcation of
the City-of-God and City-of-Man, and the concomitant doctrine of original sin and implicit
injunction against pleasure and joy. Pelagius rejected the demarcation of heaven and earth, and
as well, original sin, and his legacy, as will be seen, continues to haunt Christian theology like
the spectre of communism. Expanding upon the exceptional work of Harrison Fluss,* I argue
that rock music was an essentially Pelagian project, nearly explicit in its metaphysical aim of a
promise of Earthly redemption. In a sense, Marxism itself, and engagement, as in this project, in
Marxist theory, shares such a demystifying purpose. | will spend some time expanding on this

reading of Marxism as a project of demystification-of-the-concrete. | thus situate Marxist

31 Wood,/Wood, N. (1977). 1 will be citing both Ellen Meiksins Wood and Neal Wood throughout this project, but
with Ellen Meiksins Wood’s work appearing far more frequently. Henceforth, Neal Wood will be cited as “Wood,
N.” Ellen Meiksins Wood will be cited as “Wood”.

32 Raymond Williams was a pioneer of this approach, e.g. Williams (2006).

33 Wood (2008), 159-161.

3 Fluss (2015).
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politics and rock music as part of the same demystifying and illuminating historical sweep of a
Pelagian tendency.

Whether we are to refer to the transition from feudalism to capitalism, the bourgeois
revolution or many other such conceptualizations of the last few hundred years, it seems quite
clear that there was a vast shift in the social function and thus content of art, in particular since
the full subsumption of the globe under the rule of capital, a project only recently completed with
the eclipse of authoritarian bureaucratic-collectivist ‘communism’ and the transition to
capitalism in China. The Woods’ and Robert Brenner’s specification of the transition from
feudalism to capitalism in England, in particular, is meant to highlight how a series of contingent
events coalesced to establish a set of competitive imperatives that would lead to a logic-of-
process that is what we now know as capitalism. The implication is what allows them to see John
Locke as a prototypical capitalist thinker even before the emergent social property relation was
even broadly recognized.

While the minutia of, for example, the open field system or the role of the Black Death is
of no doubt great empirical and pedagogical value, in specifying the origin of capitalism, it is
capitalism itself, and how it came to subsume the planet that is of concern to the Woods and
others within so-called Political Marxism. Thus they are reading history backwards in a sense
where the exceptions are as important as the rules, engaging in rational abstraction. There is a
rejection here of ‘stagist’ or whig models of historiography, those often attributed to Marxism,
whether in the form of Stalinism or G.A. Cohen’s analytical schemas. Whether or not they
would use the term, Political Marxism assumes an uneven and combined development (UCD) of
capitalist social property relations, yet, unlike more orthodox understandings of UCD, both the

uneven and combined aspect of what is under analysis is only retroactively intelligible.
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Through this lens, measures of qualitative assessment, that is to say, what constitutes
‘good music’, and the possibility of the creation of a critical-theoretically informed rock music
canon, will be explored; always keeping in mind the shaping of taste and sensibility by class
societies. The key here is examination of music that is neither reducible to nor deducible from its
context, yet its “charm”,% to use Marx’s expression, is enhanced by examination of the variation
of connection between political and cultural development. Thus, in following the Woods’
method, less engagement will be made with the countless other ‘readings’ of the cultural and
historical material in question, often flawed and essentially akin to advertising copy, or
promotional material and liner notes, than with engagement with the material itself, as well as
engagement in formal/technical analysis. The former will be engaged with throughout the first
half of the dissertation, to explicate examples and develop the theory, as well as constituting the
great bulk of the second half, the case studies. The latter will be developed by way of
engagement with scattered discussion and debate that took place at the time, and since, whether
by Village Voice rock critics or New Left Review editors, as to the very possibility of a “rock
aesthetic”. Continuing with attempts towards developing my theorization, | expand upon what |
call the ‘reality of appearances’ in Marx and Hegel as well as in music, for example the use of
negative space in improvisation. I conclude with a concretization of what | see as a 21st century
Marxist theory of cultural production in a general sense.

Moving on to historicization in the following chapter, | provide an extended engagement
and update of Walter Benjamin’s theorization of art in an age of mechanical reproduction. In
particular, | attempt to unpack Benjamin’s idea of a progressive mode of distraction. Alongside

Benjamin, | develop the theory by drawing on classical Marxist thinkers like Leon Trotsky,

% Marx (1973).
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cultural critics like Dwight MacDonald and Robert Christgau, as well as critical theorists such as
Raymond Williams and Theodor Adorno. It is here I finally arrive at my theorization of the
Missed Encounter. Drawing on Althusser’s later work on what he called ‘Aleatory (or
contingent Materialism’,® as well as Althusser’s reading of Machiavelli, | provide a model for
which | see the concretely Missed Encounter between music culture and the far Left.

Finding Althusser’s “process without a subject’ reading of historical phenomena and
theoretical anti-humanism insufficient, the process is made intelligible by way of Ollman’s
“philosophy of internal relations” and Ernest Mandel’s concept of “parametric determinism”.%’
While on one level of generality, an approach, such as Althusser’s, emphasizing the significance
of contingency is useful, like the work of Wood and Brenner, in its anti-teleological approach,
the ‘subject’ must be brought back in, lest we reduce social relations to automaticity.* By
engaging in an extension that establishes parameters that determine and are determined by
subjects through their everyday relations, struggles, experiences and the like, the process is
brought back to life on a different level of generality. The contradiction between using classical
humanist Marxists like the Woods, Mandel and Ollman and cold rigorous structuralists like
Althusser relates to my ongoing concern of examining both the “cold stream” and “warm
stream”,° to use Ernst Bloch’s phrases, of the phenomenon under examination. Indeed Bloch’s
presence and the parallel streams run through the project, diverging and intersecting. Having
established this, | provide a preliminary analysis of some concrete connections between specific

cultural producers and social movements, in the United States and United Kingdom.

36 Althusser (2006).

37 See Althusser (2006); Ollman (1976); Mandel (1986).

38 It is worth noting the sometimes disavowed affinity between Political Marxism and Althusserianism in their
common opposition to teleology, the emphasis on the separation of the economic and the political and the emphasis
on the important determinations of the cultural-ideological fields.

39 Bloch (2006); Moir (2014).
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The next chapter arrives at the aforementioned comparative engagement with the Popular
Front and the Punk eras, both conjuncturally and historically. The following two chapters,
respectively, offer a genealogical set of excursions through the social history of rock music in the
long sixties, its epochal developments and its degeneration, and the similar process in regards
rise and fall of the social movements of the time. In this segment of the project, a descriptive and
chronological/analytical idiom and set of procedures is put to work. This all leads into the
second half, in which I provide case studies, using my fully developed model, of the Grateful
Dead, British rock music, and finally, Bob Dylan, before concluding with a concretized set of
determinations; yet remaining open for further inquiry and continuation. It bears emphasis that
the approach taken here, both in a general and specific sense, has never sufficiently been applied
to rock music in general, or sixties rock music and politics in particular. The aim, thus, is
opening a conversation that it is hoped will be continued, and will open up new vistas in
discussing the role of music and politics, moving beyond descriptivism on the one hand and
empiricist sociology on the other.

The “long view’ vantage point taken in the first few chapters will shift to the vantage
point, variously, of my own subject-formation as an aesthete and Marxist, though this project is
by no means autobiographical. Yet we move from this broad level of generality, down to, as
noted, the conjuncture at play, and thus adapt a vantage point that presumes the logic of process
within the conjuncture itself. This is to avoid teleology. A comparison can be made with the act
of listening to the first record by an artist and while recognizing that elements of their sound and
technique that would arrive in subsequent projects may seem implied, to appreciate and
understand, for example, Bleach by Nirvana, to name a dynamite debut record, one must detach

oneself from knowledge of their subsequent Nevermind. It is only in this act of abstraction that
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one can arrive at a concrete analysis that in turn, can allow one to see the lineages of later work
by any given artist.

While much has been written on these icons, as noted, this Marxist standpoint has never
been brought to bear, and | pay special attention to the sonic, rhythmic and lyrical development
as crystallizations of the long sixties. The purpose of examining these three, beyond obvious
personal knowledge, is that they alone were able, paradoxically by ostensible disavowal, to
successfully carry the zeitgeist beyond their times. Paradoxical and contradictory in their politics,
the artists under analysis in the case studies deserve their status as exemplars, and it is my hope
that I provide grist for further inquiry. In addition to the Dead, UK rock and Dylan, the preceding
chapters also contain extended analyses of others who have made serious sonic and aesthetic
impact, notably the aforementioned Jefferson Airplane, the Velvet Underground and the Beach

Boys.

1.6 What’s the Use

There are three primary purposes to this project. The first, to be clear, is political. There
is a great deal of misunderstanding of the relationship between politics and art in general, politics
and popular culture on another level, and politics and music in particular. I intend to provide
analysis of what is generally seen to be the foundational years of the development of a cultural
form that does not merely interpret it, but attempts to change and draw out the politics. Alone
among 20th century cultural movements, rock music has not been sufficiently theorized by

Marxism.*° Finally, on the political point, there is an objective in ‘reclaiming’ the rock music of

40 There have, to be sure, been some attempts at Marxist analysis of rock music as part of a broader frame of analysis
of a given conjuncture, e.g. the film theorist David E. James (1996) or the journalist Andrew Kopkind (1993). Mark
Abel (2014) provides an analysis of ‘groove’ that can obviously inform any Marxist theorization of rock music.
Greil Marcus and Robert Christgau do not hide their affinity with Marxism and it certainly shows in their work.

27



this era for the radical Left and focusing on cultural and political radicalism in so doing. The
predominant ‘common-sense’ understanding and analysis of rock music of this time, in
particular, American rock music, was connected by liberal historians as a continuation of the
project of ‘Americana’. These historians, notably Sean Wilentz,*! often ignore the roots of
Americana, in socialist and anarchist “folk music’, in slave music, in the working classes and
sub-altern classes of the American south.

Beyond this, to widen the scope, is the point that there has never been a Marxist
theorization of rock music. There have been references made, but never in a sense that shows
enthusiasm towards the form, such as with, for example, Fredric Jameson on science fiction and
conspiracy film, or Ernest Mandel on detective novels. It is only with this enthusiasm that
analysis can really be fruitful. While this is not unrelated to the explicitly political purpose
mentioned above, it also relates to expanding the vocabulary of Marxist cultural analysis, to
move towards what | and others affiliated with the Red Wedge collective call the “Popular Avant
Garde”.*? All too often, writing about rock music in a critical register either focuses explicitly
on performance at the expense of context, or, on the other hand, engages more in sociological
analysis of musicians and their fans, from an *academic’ safe distance.

Finally, related to these two purposes, is to bring political ideas back into general
discussion and analysis of rock music. As will be seen, rock music was taken very seriously
when it first appeared as a cultural form. The first rock critics wrote in the growing ecosystem of

radical-Left publications in the late sixties, publications that were emulated in the more

Reebee Garofalo is informed by a seemingly Marxist politics, but his analysis, while useful, does not seem, in the
first instance, Marxist. Another way of making this point is that there have been Marxists who have written on rock
music, there have not been, in the sense of other cultural practices, full-on theorizations beyond the aforementioned
debate in New Left Review.

4 Wilentz (2010).

42 Billet (2017).
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‘professional’ Rolling Stone, which at first featured some very serious analysis, from the likes of
Lester Bangs.*® Major Marxist theorists and translators debated the Rolling Stones, the Band,
and Creedence Clearwater Revival in the pages of New Left Review. In other words, music
aficionados were getting a dose of politics, and radicals were having their tastes shaped by those,
like Willis and Robert Christgau, who sought to foster a Left-informed rock music canon.

Thus we return to the initial point of departure. There is great potential, in 2017 and
beyond, for a re-acquaintance of an encounter between cultural producers and the radical Left.
To identify the failures and detritus of the past, as well as successes, will help develop the right
kind of art and the right kind of movements that can bring about transformational change. Emma
Goldman famously once said that if she couldn’t dance, it wasn’t her revolution. In 2017, unlike
1917, most revolutionaries probably fancy a dance, here and there, and perhaps many people on
the dance floor have thought-dreams of revolution. Perhaps, then, it is time for the dance to
begin once again, not choreographed from above but guided by a sort of swarm-intelligence from
below. The continuation of free and creative cultural production depends highly upon resistance,
and resistance depends highly on free and creative cultural production. This time, let us be sure

the encounter is not missed.

43 Bangs (1981).
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Chapter 2

The Strangest of Places

2.1 More from a Three Minute Record

Having laid out in the first chapter the presumptions underlying this project, it may be
useful, momentarily, to take a step back to begin a chapter that will further situate the parameters
within which this project is conceived. After all, the overdetermining vantage point of all
theoretical practice is the self and the self is mediated by social relations, consciously and
unconsciously. To lapse for a moment into auto-ethnography, as an historical subject, my own
identity was largely formed within the “imagined communities”#* that surround the Battaillean
excess supplied by rock music, but equally as much through my immersion in Left politics,
beginning with the alter-global social movements of the 90s, continu