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In developing these arguments, l have 11111
myself only to those issues that arc internal to tlw \t11d1 111 11111111c nlone. In
fact, in many respects, it would be more accurate to dt·11t1 tlw t lm book as
a critique of academic discourse which happens to tnke thl· tudy of music
as its focus. Of course, to put it this way is to invite an obvioub rejoinder:
am I not in danger of making presumptive, generali.ring claims about
academic discourse based merely on an engagement with the study of
music, while simultaneously making claims about the study of music that
are themselves derived from an idealized, abstract notion of a generalized
academic discourse? While this represents an important cautionary note for
any enterprise such as this, I would contend that the argument developed
here, and especially the central claim, is only really available from a position
external to any individual disciplinary context. The challenge then becomes
one of mediating between that which is a necessary condition of any
academic discourse and that which, in this case, is unique to the study of
music. Similar concerns might be voiced about the extent to which this
book draws on specifically philosophical arguments: is such material
relevant to the study of music and, in any case, is a nominal m.usirologist
really equipped to deal with it? Again, while these certainly represent
legitimate and pertinent questions, I would suggest that any inter
disciplinary study is inevitably caught in this kind of paradox - where the
level of expertise required to move within any one field seems always to
place insurmountable intellectual demands on any one writer or reader who
seeks to move within several. However, while it is true that one cannot
engage with a particular disciplinary topic without a reasonable grasp of the
theoretical framework(s) in which it is ordinarily articulated, one must also
be careful to avoid a reification of means that serves simply to congeal an
otherwise beneficial and reciprocal exchange, or that closes off perspectives
that would otherwise remain unattainable. To put it another way,
musicology has not asked these kinds of questions and philosophy has not
asked them of musicology.

Chapter 1

A New Musicology?

1t is now something of a cliche to observe that over the last decade or so
musicology has undergone some kind of paradigm atic transformation. 1 The
more crude, reductionist account of this development is sometimes
presented in the manner of a quasi-redemptive narrative: once upon a time
scholars laboured under outmoded, ideologically tainted, patriarchal,
hegemonic, imperialistic, Western, positivist, formalist - in short,
'modernist' - presumption(s); until, some time around 1990, a handful of
'new' (mostly US) musicologists, armed with a battery of 'postmodern' and
other �terary or cultural theoretical devices, came forth to save musicology
from itself. Just as once, on the very cusp of modernity, Kant had urged
us to release ourselves from our self-imposed tutelage, from our
dependence on tradition and myth, so now, with the 'dialectic of
enlightenment' turned full circle, and not without a certain irony, the 'new'
musicology urged that we throw off the insidious shackles of the
'modernist' orthodoxy. Many of our most cherished concepts were revealed
lO be problematic fictions - 'truth', 'structure', 'musical facts', the 'music
itself. In their place a new and exotic vocabulary infiltrated the hitherto
nustere domain of musicological discourse; the talk was now of
'heterogeneity',
'difference',
'locality',
'plurality',
'contingency',
'dissemination', 'iterability', 'semiosis'. Of course few, if any, scholars would
nctually adhere to such a simplistic account of recent disciplinary
developments; indeed, pointing up the cliched nature of such accounts has
become a kind of second-order cliche in itself. Yet whatever the claims and
counter-claims, whatever the polemical rebuttals or reconciliatory gestures,
the account of musicology's transition from 'old' to 'new', from the
'mod�rn' to the 'postmodern', has nevertheless secured a certain orthodoxy,
especially at the more subterranean level of the disciplinary self-conscious.
Most historical accounts of the emergence of a 'new' musicology tend to
locate the first proper articulation of its motivating impulses in Joseph
Kerman's article, 'How We Got into Analysis, and How to Get Out' (1980)
For general accounts of recent disciplinary developments see: Cook & Everist, 1999,
[preface]; Kerman, 1991; Lochhead, 2000; Lorraine, 1993; McCreless, 1997; Miles, 1995;
Powers, 1993; Samson, 1999; Scott, 2000 [introduction); Treitler, 1995 & 1999; Williams,
2000 & 2001.
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and his h11ok, A/11,1,ri/11�)' [pulih-hril H ( ,,,,,.,,,,.. M,u In 1111 USl (1985).
While the 1111empt tn 1dt·1111I) ,, 'pr111111 lllll1N 1 (or 11n hl1t11rt1 ii development
inevitably risks sliding 1ow1111I ,111 11111rn"hl d I r1111111-,11 or over
simpLification, it is difficult 111 duiy tlw p.111 pl •)rd Ii Krri11,111'11 texts, even
today, in consolidat.ing the image of ,111 'c ,Id, 1 (,, 1118r1, 111, 1 , reactionary)
discipline - defined by a musicolog1t,ll 'pm111, ,�111' .11111 ,111 nnalytical
'formaLism' - and the correlative neec.1 for ,I '11,·\\ti' (, 1111, ,II, progressive)
direction. As Kofi Agawu argues: '1 lis l Kermnn'i;I hook ol IIH· years later,
Contemplating M11sic, enabled a crystallisation of the ort1.•11d111� c:1tcgories as
"positivism" and "formaLism". Although these terms carry considerable
semantic and ideological baggage, their complex histories were subsequently
suppressed in the drive to inform about the limits of theory· based analysis'
(Agawu, 1997, p.299). If, on the one hand, Cook and Everist rightly caution
that 'we seem to be well on the way to creating a disciplinary myth that
divides musicological history into two discrete ages, the old and the new,
separated by Kerman's opening of Pandora's box (or rather his public
announcement that it was being opened)' (Cook & Everist, 1999, p.viii), so,
on the other hand, Jim Samson, in his contribution to the same edited
collection, suggests that 'the debates about formaLism and positivism (the
two were unhelpfully associated by Kerman) did indeed signal the end of a
particular project, one of those mysterious caesuras which punctuate
intellectual history and which no amount of context can fully explain'
(Samson, 1999, p.54). Of course, Kerman's original texts preceded by some
years the advent of a recognizable and self-consciously 'postmodern turn'
in musicological practice; and in many ways his original blueprint for a more
'humane' form of music criticism now appears rather conservative, perhaps
even tame, when compared to the rapid developments that have taken place
in some areas of the discipline: 'The type of criticism Kerman recommends
is more like what used to be mainstream literary criticism - a patchwork of
analysis, criticism, history and, possibly, aesthetics that would link music to
underlying human values' (Williams, 2001, p.6). It is instead with a duster
of influential texts, particularly Lawrence Kramer's M11sic as Cultural Practice
(1990), Susan McClary's Feminine Endings (1991) and Carolyn Abbate's
Unsung Voices (1991) - there are undoubtedly others - that a 'new'
musicology really began to take shape, albeit that its chief protagonists
would deny that it ever had any real unifying shape. That this particular
period can justifiably be considered one of those points in the development
of a discourse when a paradigm shift becomes properly aware of itself is
evidenced not only by the appearance of self-consciously 'new'
musicological writing in the early 1990s, but also by a marked increase in
self-reflective discourse - for example, the 'Approaches to the Discipline'
edition of Current Musicology (53, 1993) and the special edition of The Journal
ef Musicology (15 (3), 1997). Further evidence is provided by the fact that the
1
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alleged paradigm shift itself became the target for a less proliferate, though
at times no less polemical, 'counter-reformation' - typified, for example, in
Pieter Van den Toorn's Music, Politics, and the Academy (1995) or Kofi
Agawu's 'Analysing Music Under the New Musicological Regime' (1997). It
is a sign of the cyclical rapidity with which intellectual trends (or fashions)
develop and recede - perhaps mirroring the world at large - that the 'new'
musicology is now seen by many as itself a historical moment already
passed; and it is surely a sign of some considerable disciplinary dislocation
that while some have navigated through and (well) beyond it, some continue
as though it had never happened. Whatever one's personal proclivities and
whatever one's evaluation of recent developments, one cannot ignore the
radical disjunction not only between the objects of contemporary study but
also between the very fundamental bases on which that study depends. If
Cook and Everist are right in observing that 'conquest is giving way to
colonization, which is to say that controversy is giving way to compromise'
(Cook & Everist, 1999, p.x), it is not so clear that the fundamental issues
on which that controversy depended have yet adequately been resolved, nor
that the terms of a provisional compromise are coherently sustainable. The
debate may indeed be 'in danger of growing wearisome' (Samson, 1999,
p.54), yet rather than acting as a stimulus to a productive exploration of
tensions that remain latent in disciplinary presupposition, a reconciliatory
(or resigned) pluralism may well serve simply to sidestep what remains an
entirely necess ary and critical encounter.

Definitions
The attempt to represent, or account for, recent disciplin ary developments
is not helped by the manner in which the labels 'new', 'postmodern' and
'critical' are used, on some occasions and by some writers, to refer to quite
distinct methodological or theoretical frameworks and yet are employed, on
other occasions and by other writers, as relatively interchangeable. Hence,
rather than it representing an unnecessary exercise in semantic pedantry,
devoting at least some attention to the complex and often contradictory use
of these various terms can help both to clarify the nature of recent
disciplinary developments as well as to point to the manner in which those
developments are self-reflectively perceived, or framed, by those involved.
As has already been suggested, the phrase 'new musicology' has itself
become rather 'old'; perhaps we have witnessed 'the ageing of the new
musicology' - as Adorno might have put it. It seems to refer more to the
ruits of a particular historical moment than to an underlying movement
that has continued into the present, albeit that this may have Jess to do with
Its substantive impact and everything to do with the well-documented
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terminologic,11 p,1r.1dox th.11 lllt, 1111hh I
'postmodern', howc.:ver, Ii.ts lw,t 111111, 111 1111 •ctu U
often than not closely associated, 11 11111 directly identified, ""h the 'new'
musicology: 'Since the mid-1980 .another and mostly different group of
authors have developed a "postmrnk111" 11111111 cology, defining new
paradigms of understanding music 111 �c.:neral. The resulting "New
' (I 111 hl11 .11 I, 002, p.2).
Musicology" has indeed generated vital debate.:
While some of that which came to be called 'new' 111u-.1t11l11v> w11 certainly
influenced by, or partly dependent upon, 'postmodern' tl1t111 111 one form
or another, it is also clear that the ramifications of posrnwdcrn theory
extend well beyond the localized historical (and geographic11I) context with
which the 'new' musicology is, or was, typically associated, and in such a
way that the two terms can no longer be conceived as mutually exhaustive.
In fact, if one considers that Susan McClary, for example, was writing from
a feminist perspective that made no explicit reference to 'postmodern'
theory - in fact, the feminism underlying her earlier work i� sometimes
criticized precisely for its alleged 'essentialism' and hence ultimate
dependence upon 'modernist' epistemology - and that Lawrence Kramer,
for example, at least in his earlier work, sought to synthesize hermeneutics,
'thick historicism' and speech-act theory - albeit the latter incorporating
poststructuralist adaptations thereof - then it remains less than clear why
this 'new' musicology is so often directly conflated with an alleged
'postmodern turn'. Nevertheless, fervently embraced by some, and
studiously avoided by others, the term 'postmodern' undeniably has played
a significant role in determining the focus and trajectory of a significant part
of contemporary musicological study. Yet whether serving as a rallying call
for a 'new' type of musicology, as a stylistic category for a 'new' type of
music, or as a useful term of abuse for all that is superficial, faddish and
basically wrong with the contemporary study of music, the term's import
remains infuriatingly imprecise. Genealogical complexity, interdisciplin ary
assimilation and, it has to be said, wilful ignorance on the part of some have
all contributed to a situation in which the term 'postmodern' seems
increasingly to refer to so many things that one might reasonably argue it
can no longer be said usefully to refer to anything; and the situation is
exacerbated, from a musicological perspective, by the fact that 'postmodern'
can refer to the object studied, to the theoretical assumptions underlying a
particular way of engaging with an object or to the general condition of the
discipline itself. In this respect the term has become less than useful and
the principal aim in this chapter is to argue that the deployment of the term
is often unhelpfully, if not wilfully, misleading - especially in its implicit
dependence upon, or retro-active construction of, a supposedly 'modernist'
musicology against which it is then seen to react or beyond which it is
alleged to have 'progressed'.
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While the label 'critical musicology' avoids the historical paradox of the
'new' and some of the semantic ambiguities inherent in the 'postmodern',
it nevertheless suffers some complexities of its own. In a rather basic sense
it can tend to imply that other 'traditional' approaches are innately un- or
non-critical, when arguably all scholarly work is by definition critical in
intent - one need only think of that hallmark of 'positivist' scholarship, the
'critical edition'. The term 'critical' has also been used interchangeably with
'new' (or 'postmodern'). Stephen Miles, for example, views the work of
Rose Subotnik, Lawrence Kramer and Susan McClary as paradigmatic
instances of 'critical musicology' (Miles, 1997, p.722). However, critical
musicology is more typically understood to have clear etymological and
historical links with 'critical theory', in which case 'critical musicology'
simply and obviously refers to the application of critical theory within a
musicological context. Yet critical theory itself can refer to two different, if
inclusively related, bodies of thought. In its narrower sense, 'Critical Theory'
proper (often capitalized) tends to refer to a quite specific German tradition
that is normally associated with the various 'generations' of the so-called
Frankfurt School - whose leading figures include Theodor Adorno and Max
l lorkheimer (first generation) and Jurgen Habermas (second generation). At
a more generic level, however, 'critical theory', especially in the arts,
humanities and social sciences, tends simply to mean 'theory' per se - a
general body of inter- or supra-disciplinary material that incorporates
everything from postmodern and poststructuralist theory through to
postfeminist and postcolonial theory (notice the 'posts'). As Martin Morris
observes, 'the appellation critical theory has proliferated in recent decades.
It no longer primarily refers to the Frankfurt tradition but can apply to
diverse theoretical perspectives and preoccupations in fields such as
sociological theory, historiography, literary theory, and aesthetic criticism'
(Morris, 2001, p.3). If one then considers that some Frankfurt Critical
Theory - on which some musicology has drawn - is explicitly opposed to
�cveral tenets that are central to much postmodern or poststructuralist
di course - on which much musicology has drawn - then the semantic and
theoretical confusion appears complete. At its worst, the phrase 'critical
musicology', like 'postmodern musicology', appears to signify only
negatively what it is not. Robert Fink, for example, has described the 'new'
musicology as a 'gawky, speculative set of interdisciplinary trends that bore
ltttle resemblance to the traditional discipline whose methodological and
Ideological rigidity popular music scholars have feared and shunned for
decades' (Fink, 1998, p.137). Yet any conception that is able to include
within its scope such diverse, disparate and often contradictory theoretical
orientations as post-Marxist cultural theory, French poststructuralism or
l.acanian psychoanalysis is surely impoverished, especially if it depends
upon a correlatively crude depiction of that which it is not - the 'traditional
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discipline'. l will return to this point toward the end ol tht' present
chapter.
The semantic ambigu ity alluded to above also serves to highlight an
interesting (inter)national or geographical perspective. The general paradigm
shift referred to here - whether designated 'new' or 'postmodern' - was,
and in some respects still is, a predominantly Anglo-American affair, and
one mostly internal to the musicology of Western 'high-art' culture. Many
of its claims to originality depend upon a notably insular conception of its
own disciplinary tradition(s). As Alastair Williams notes, for example, 'the
new musicology's "discovery" that music is a contextual art is strikingly
ironic when one considers that the most developed existing theory of
modernism - Adorno's Aesthetic Theory - was written by a man fascinated
by the intersections of music, sociology and philosophy' (Williams, 1998,
p.281); and 'popular musicology' and ethnomusicology had both presumed
the equal scholarly worth of studying all music(s) long before post
modernism appeared on the scene to 'problematize' the high-low divide or
deconstruct underlying canonic presuppositions. Yet even within the Anglo
American orbit there remain notable distinctions. The 'new' musicology is,
or was, primarily a US phenomenon; and the 'postmodern' discourse on
which it and those influenced by it drew tends often to have been filtered
through US literary and cultural studies. Adam Krims, for example, has
noted that 'specifically literary forms of post-structuralist theory have been
more influential in "New Musicology"' than they have been in popular
music studies (which is not to say that there has been no literary-theoretical
influence in the latter). Thus, issues like pleasure and sexuality, along with
the manners of speaking culled from French traditions, predominate more
in the scholarship of classical, than of popular, music' (Krims, 2000, p.22).
While one cannot overlook obvious commonalities of approach or
reciprocity of influence, developments in the UK have tended to take a
slightly different path. Derek Scott observes that 'critical musicologists in
the UK are generally agreed that the biggest problem facing current
musicology is the collapse of the binary divide between pop and classical;
it is the fundamental importance accorded to this perception that sets them
apart from the "new musicologists" of the USA, who tend (with few
exceptions) to concentrate on canonic works' (Scott, 2001, p.145, my
emphasis). While this may be true of those whose primary interests
incorporate 'popular' music(s), there is also an identifiable British tradition,
often focused on twentieth-century 'high-art' music, which tends to
synthesize formal analytical concerns with a range of critical perspectives
drawn more from German or post-Marxist thought than from the French
oriented (post)structuralist frameworks typically adopted by 'new' or
'postmodern' musicologies.
A final feature of the 'new' musicoloizy, :ind :1 significant part of more
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rt.'ccnt musicology, is a kind of second-order or 'parasitic' appropriation of
theoretical frameworks that were originally developed with things other than
music in mind. Joseph Kerman once famously observed that 'nearly all
musical thinkers travel at a respectful distance behind the latest chariots (or
h:rndwagons) of intellectual life in general' (Kerman, 1985, p.17). If, in the
mc:mtime, musicology has made up some considerable ground, as Kerman
himself later acknowledged (Kerman, 1991), then the discipline still appears,
l vt.'n at the time of writing, to suffer from a noticeable 'trade deficit' in
1111pect of the flow of ideas. Musicology may well have 'caught up with the
11111cs' in respect of its having advanced beyond a tentative encounter with
plu:nomenology or early structuralism and toward a more comfortable
,II rnmmodation with the central tenets of, say, poststructuralism or
p11�t feminist discourse. Yet one rarely hears of psychoanalysts, anthro
pologists or sociologists mining the resources of contemporary musicology;
1111c is far more likely to encounter a paper on 'Schumann and the Lacanian
''llcal "' than on 'Structural Signification and Prolongation: A Schenkerian
I 1tkc on Adolescent Angst'. As Kerman also observed, 'it seems to me that
I he most fruitful grafts upon recent musicology have come not from other
11wsic disciplines; rather they have come from areas of thought outside of
111usic, in the humanities and social sciences' (Kerman, 1991, p.132).
\1 hcther or not those grafts have proved entirely 'fruitful' remains an open
q11cstion; nevertheless, Kerman was certainly right to point to cqntemporary
11\llSicology's apparent dependence on 'foreign imports'. Hence, it is
pl·rtinent not only to seek out the factors behind this asymmetric crisis in
111cLhodological confidence but also, as is the aim here, to examine some of
I he difficulties that are encountered when an explicitly self-reflective
11111 icology fails to reflect on problems that remain latent in those extra11111sicaJ appropriations. Harold Powers offered the following explanation
lnr this apparent disparity in interdisciplinary influence: 'Maybe people who
1,1kc up the academic study of music are just naturally a bit slower and
duller than their quick-witted colleagues in other humanistic fields. Perhaps
I shouldn't dismiss the possibility; but I think it more likely that musical
d,tta are more resistant to verbal explication than the data in other
hllmanistic domains' (Powers, 1993, p.6). Certainly, a significant number of
I he theoretical frameworks appropriated by the 'new' musicology originated
111, or were filtered through, branches of literary or cultural studies that were
I hemselves influenced by poststructuralist theory - Krims again notes that
'much of the analysis-oriented music theory and musicology has tended to
gi,tvitate toward critical theory that is directed toward the literary text'
(l,rims, 1998, p.298). Hence, its adaptation for the purpose of musical
IIHCrpretation often involves a kind of 'two-step' manoeuvre in which music
/h:r/ has to be parsed, conceptualized or packaged as (though it were) a
'l.1nguage', or at least conceived as a semiotic field with its own semantic
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or sigrufying plane, before it can then be interpreted in ;u;cord,,m l· with the
relevant theoretical framework. Yet it cannot simply be, as Powers suggests,
that musical data are strictly more resistant to verbal explication musicologists have always found more than enough to say about music but rather that musicology, precisely because of music's lacking an explicit
semantic dimension, alreat/y comprised a number of highly developed
(sub-)disciplines - theory, analysis, sketch-study, biography - each of which
had its own particular set of methodological assumptions and, in some
instances, its own specialized vocabulary. To put it another way, it is not so
much that musical data are strictly resistant lo verbal explication, but rather
that they are more resistant to being treated as verbal (semantic, sigrufying,
communicative) data. Of course, those who are sympathetic to recent
developments would most likely argue that it is precisely the notion of
music's unique 'autonomy' that they are challenging; that it is not so much
that music really is more resistant to being understood as a cultural text or
as a semiotic field, but rather, due to complex historical and institutional
factors, the (Romantic/ modernist) ideology of aesthetic autonomy is or was
more deeply ingrained in the musical and musicological consciousness. I will
return to this argument in Chapter 3.
Nevertheless, the appropriation of 'theory' for the purpose of musical
interpretation - rather than for the self-reflective critique of disciplinary
practice - has often proved less than convincing. Indeed, one of the more
disconcerting aspects of this 'discursive kleptomania' is the way in which
various figures or 'thinkers' - the latest 'big things' on the intellectual scene
- are so quickly appropriated and then subsequently discarded. It is worth
pointing out, in advance, that I have in mind here the appropriation of
various critical theoretical or conceptual frameworks for the interpretation
of particular musical works or utterances. Some might argue that this would
appear to implicate the significant reference to, and u c made of, the work
of Jurgen Habermas, especially in Chapter 2. However, l there engage with
one specific aspect of Habermas's theory of communicative discourse in
order to develop my own argument concerning, precisely, the nature of
institutional discourse. No doubt the impcratiYcs of grants, tenure and
promotion play a role in compelling schobrs hoth 10 c.1rvc out an original
niche or 'disciplinary identity' for thcmscln· a, well as to remain
conversant with the latest trends. Yet it can som,·11111,·" appear as though
musicologists are simply ransacking rhc lihrury ol I\\Ttlli,·1h century thought
as part of some elaborate exercise 111 whid1 11111,.,, ,1I works are pushed
through a variety of theoretical sieves 111 tlw h11pt: th,11 "' 1111cthing of interest
might emerge on the other si,k-. Al,111 I low, l11r , ,.1111plc, rightly warns
against 'the production and con1mmht1, "111111 111 C\I I tll'W ideas, concepts
and authors' and suggests th1ll wl11k ,rn 1e·1 11ml tlu '"' 111 11s objects deemed
worthy of study may change, 'dlM 1pll11cN tlHU 1111.:u I 1111mic this tendency
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through their own self-proliferation weaken themselves by ignoring the
accumulated wisdom of their own hard-won insights' (How, 2003, p.171).
One feels compelled to ask why it is the case, if some proponents of the
'new' or 'critical' musicology are to be believed, that musicology is now only
able adequately to deal with music by rejecting its own traditional precepts
and highly developed and sophisticated methodologies and replacing them
with this or that theoretical or conceptual framework appropriated from the
ever-growing pantheon of 'key thinkers' - most of whom are the subject of
innumerable 'short introduction' or 'companion' series ('buy Foucault and
Lacan and get Derrida free!'), and none of whom are musicians or
musicologists. Of course, none of this is to imply that musicology should
immediately close, or re-close, those genuinely inter-disciplinary borders
across which it might seek a reciprocally beneficial dynamic; it is to urge
caution, however, that individual theoretical or conceptual frameworks are
not simply so many convenient, revitalizing tools that one can empty of
content (and history) and then bolt on to whatever subject matter one
happens to be dealing with.
Indeed, a second and related problem stems, ironically, from the
comparatively 'uncritical' manner in which various 'critical' theories have
been mobilized for the purpose of interpreting music. The standard
template for much of this kind of work typically requires that one
. summarize the basic idea or set of axiomatic concepts - say, 'difference',
'sign' or 'power' - and then proceed to map the latter onto the interpre
tation of a given musical work or utterance. However, a more critical
reflection on the appropriated theoretical or conceptual framework itself is
often lacking. That the work of a Foucault, Derrida, Barthes, Kristeva or
Zizek is typically received with greater sympathy outside of, rather than
within, the disciplinary context in which it originated should at least give
some pause for thought. For example - taking just one figure who has
figured heavily in recent musicological discourse - many of Jacques Lacan's
principal texts, certainly those that incorporate the material most often
adopted for the purpose of musicological application, were written some
several decades ago; his theory developed over time, is one among many
and remains highly contentious within the psychoanalytic community itself;
nnd an extensive secondary literature includes a number of complex and
critical studies mounted from a variety of psychoanalytical, philosophical
nnd critical-theoretical perspectives. Yet it can sometimes appear as though
some musicologists have absorbed their knowledge of Lacan not from a
detailed exploration of the original texts themselves, but from a cursory
study of a comparatively limited secondary literature; or have appropriated
it via assimilative work undertaken in other disciplinary fields (this,
incidentally, would go some way to explaining the notable literary or cultural
studies inflection that often appears to inform musicological appropriations
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of Lacan's work). Such appropnauon can, on occasion, 11mm1111 to little
more than a standard summary of the 'three registers' (the 'imag111ary', the
'symbolic' and the 'real') - of the sort typica!Jy encountered in those
numerous 'short introductions' or 'companions' - followed by a tentative
attempt analogica!Jy to map them onto the interpretation of a particular
musical work. One is far more likely to encounter a statement of the type,
'Lacan teaches us that the Real is forever out of our grasp and can only be
encountered in moments of traumatic disassociation. The intrusion of the
dissonant melody in bar fifteen could be interpreted in precisely these
terms', than of the type, 'Lacan's notion of the Real is but one component
within a highly contentious and problematic theory. Before attempting
coherently to interpret any piece of music in these terms it is necessary to
consider his work as a whole and, more importantly, to consider the many
objections that have been levelled at his theory, especially by those who
remain actively engaged in contemporary psychoanalytical or philosophical
research.' It is as though a scholar of, say, Romantic literature were to
appropriate Schenker's theory, perhaps through an introductory textbook or
through one particular analytical instance, and then proceed to read off
'structural levels', 'middleground neighbour motions' or 'linear progressions'
in various literary or poetic works of the early nineteenth century. Of
course, one should not prejudge the utility or viability of such an enterprise,
yet it would appear no more abstruse, and no less in need of the most
careful elaboration, than the attempt to appropriate the work of Derrida,
Kristeva or Deleuze for the interpretation of a Beethoven piano sonata.
Hence, while it is certainly true that our understanding of music can be, and
has been, enriched by an expansion in the interpretive and analytical
methodologies available to us, we should remain alert to the complex of
problems that are encountered whenever 'new' theoretical frameworks are
brought to bear on objects origina!Jy conceived apart from them.
The developments a!Juded to above are often portrayed as a necessary
'overcoming' of the limitations of a more traditional musicology. In the
remaining sections of this chapter I consider a number of 'critical issues',
supposedly intrinsic to an a!Jeged paradigm shift within musicology, with a
view to suggesting that some of them arc nol tJuitc so 'new' or quite so
'postmodern', or indeed quite so necessary or dc�ir.,hlc, as is sometimes
suggested.

Joseph Kennan's Jilusico/01:1 ( 1985), the term continues to serve as a
convenient epithet for alJ that is 'old' and outmoded. It tends to evoke
images of musty archives, austere leaden papers and a suffocating attention
lO detail - all in marked contrast to the exhilarating interpretive flamboyance
of the contemporary critical enterprise. However, before examining
'positivism' as it typica!Jy relates to musicological enquiry, it may be useful
10 locate the term within a broader historical and philosophical context.
As a distinct 'school of thought' positivism was origina!Jy associated with
l he doctrines of the nineteenth-century French philosopher and sociologist
Auguste Comte, who sought to establish a form of sociological enquiry that
operated in accordance with the presuppositions and dictates of the natural
11ciences; later, and within the narrower context of the Vienna Circle, what
,� commonly referred to as 'logical positivism' (or logical empiricism)
dictated that what is knowable and hence ultimately meaningful is limited
10 tl1at which is either empirica!Jy verifiable or logica!Jy self-evident.
I lowever, as Brian Fay suggests, 'in contemporary thought the term
"positivism" has come to refer to a broadly empiricist approach to
knowledge rather than the specific doctrines of Saint-Simon and Comte ...
nr the logical positivists of the so-called Vienna Circle' (Fay, 1996, p.90). At
,1 philosophical level it is closely related to the move away from a
�peculative, world-disclosing or system-building mode of thought and
. mward what effectively becomes either a philosophy of science or even a
philosophy as science; philosophy no longer claims to disclose (necessarily
metaphysical) truths about the world, but instead concentrates on analysing
and understanding how science can justifiably claim to know the world. As
Paul O'Grady puts it: 'It was thought that philosophy could help the pursuit
of the absolute conception of reality first of all by supplying epistemological
foundations for it. However, after many failed attempts at this, other
philosophers appropriated the more modest task of clarifying the meanings
,lnd methods of the primary investigators (the scientists)' (O'Grady, 2002,
p.7). In whatever cast, positivism is clearly related both to a longstanding
empiricist tradition as well as to twentieth-century Anglo-American
'analytical' or 'ordinary language' traditions.
The term 'positivism' also has a long, complex and often contentious
history of use in the social sciences - albeit that this cannot be viewed apart
from the philosophical context just outlined. Where the social sciences are
specifica!Jy concerned, positivism has typica!Jy come to refer to what is best
comprehended as a particular epistemological or methodological orientation
I hat serves to underpin a certain type of sociological study. Its characteristic
lcnets are usefulJy summarized by Thomas McCarthy:
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Positivism
If one were asked to vote for !hf' rm1s1rol11..:11 .,1 'Ill I ,I\\' l.ll'p;et' of the past
two decades, then 'positivism' would �11,rl ptmt• n ,trong contender.
Having entered into the musicol11wr,1I , 1111 l 11111 1111111 l.1ri,.tcly as a result of

t The unity of scientific method ... the methodological procedures of natural
sciences are applicable to the sciences of man.
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itself. On the contrary, there may be an element of 11u c 111111111t 111 v or even
hypocrisy in the argument of those who reject an nllt.·gt.·dl) 'positivist'
paradigm by means of a reified categorization that tends to 0nucn out and
ignore the sophistication of the methodological reflection that has shaped,
and continues to shape, particular modes of historical enquiry. The next two
sections will seek to elaborate this point in more detail.
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nt least seven issues, strategics or emphases that arc relevant to a feminist
or gender-oriented disciplinary practice - the logic behind the ordering
should become apparent in the ensuing commentary:
1 the discovery or rediscovery of music composed by women;
2 the history of the roles that have been played by women 1n the
production, reproduction and consumption of music;
3 the use of gendered codes in the description and technical explication
of music;
4 the portrayal of women in music with explicit textual content;
5 the implication of gendered codes in (un-texted) musical material;
6 the role or significance of music in actively shaping, constructing or
resisting particular forms or notions of gendered identity;
7 the extent to which women have been excluded from, or treated
unequally within, the institutional framework of musicology itself.

Gender
'Gender and representation' is typically viewed as one of the defining issues
for the 'new' or 'critical' musicologies. While it is impossible coherently to
subsume within the ambit of a unified 'feminist' musicological practice the
many and often disparate interests and approaches that are, and have been,
taken up by scholars working in this field, it is nevertheless clear that they
are seen by many as at least united in a shared rejection of older 'positivist'
or 'objective' musicological practices, in which the issues of gender and
representation were considered irrelevant or actively suppressed. My aim in
this relatively brief section is not to provide a comprehensive overview of
feminist scholarship in contemporary musicological practice - this would
most likely require more than one book in itself - but instead to focus on
one very precise issue: the extent to which a concern with 'gender', or the
'representation of gender', can justifiably be deemed an inherently 'new',
'critical' or even 'postmodern' development.
In her book, Feminine Endings, Susan McCl ary lists five groups of issues
that she deems relevant to, or constitutive of, a feminist-oriented
musicological practice: 'Musical constructions of gender and sexuality';
'Gendered aspects of traditional music theory'; 'Gender and sexuality in
musical narrative'; 'Music as a gendered discourse'; 'Discursive strategies of
women musicians' Q'vfcClary, 1991, pp.7-19). These might be compared
with the three principal categories of feminist art history identified by
Karen-Edis Barzman: a focus on 'female producers of material culture ...
and on female-produced objects and their texts ... '; a consideration of
'women as the object of the look rather than as the subject of the look not women artists but Woman in representation'; a shift from 'an exclusive
focus on material production to one that includes or even privileges
reception' because 'if what happens at the moment of reading is as
important in the process of meaning-production r1s the conditions and
events surrounding the creation of the object/ text itself, then audience,
address, and reception are legitimate and ncccssnry objects of our inquiry'
(Barzman, 1994, pp.328-31). We might nlso consider a feminist critique of
the institution of musicology itself (sec, for example, Cusick, 1999).
By combining, refining and rcordcrin� tlH' ahovt.· it is possible to derive

It is clear that grouping together all of these issues or categories as simply
110 many constituent components within a unified and coherent 'feminist
musicology' only serves to efface some very real differences between them.
It is therefore worth examining each of them in greater detail.
I

The Discovery or Rediscovery

of Music Composed

f?y Women

This undertaking generally appropriates the traditional tools of, and operates
in accordance with the traditional precepts of, historical musicology; it
t.·ollates historical and biographical facts pertaining to the composition of
music by women. The Neiv Grove Dictionary of Women Composers is a good
t•xample of the kind of publication in which this type of scholarly work
might result. It remains 'non-critical' to the extent that it satisfies itself with
historical or factual description - albeit that it may be motivated by an
underlying reaction to the way in which music composed by women has
hccn suppressed as a viable object of musicological investigation. As
\l illiams observes: 'Given the overwhelming gender imbalance in the canon,
It was not surprising that the first efforts in feminist musicology foUowed
I he lead of literary theory and were directed at the study and documentation
c 1f female artists. Such projects dispute unstated priorities, but can use standard
/imced11res to investigate music f?y women without immediate!J threatening positivist
wlhodology' (Williams, 2001, p.49, my emphasis). Of course, the example
11 !forded by the New Grove Dictionary of Women Composers also points up a
kind of double-bind in which such enterprises almost inevitably find
I hcmselves: they risk re-inscribing the very distinction they are attempting
111 efface - in short, there is no New Grove Dictionary of Men Composers. The
more fundamental point, however, is that from a methodological perspective
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there is nothing particularly 'new', 'crit1c1l' or 'pm111111tkrn' about enlarging
the domain of music deemed 'eligible' or ',1ppropn,1H:' for musicological
study to include that composed by womt·n.
2

The History of the Roles which have been played ltY II'0111m in the Production,
Reproduction and Co11su,nption of Music

This is closely related to (1), 'the discovery or rediscovery of music
composed by women', and will typically employ similar forms of historical
and documentary research. In fact, an interest in the exclusion of women
from, or the institutional suppression of the roles played by women in, the
production, reproduction and consumption of music generally dovetails
with the (re)discovery and critical editing of music composed by women.
As Cusick puts it: 'The feminist musicologies that ask, Where are the
women? seek to rescue from obscuriry the women and the women's musical
work (compositional or otherwise) that have been marginalized in
musicology's narratives. This attempted rescue is avowedly performed for
the sake of giving musical women in our time an empowering awareness
that they are part of a tradition' (Cusick, 1999, p.484). Again, from a
methodological perspective, there is nothing to distinguish this from other
forms of historical research. In fact, both of these undertakings researching music composed by women and researching the roles played by
women - may ultimately serve to reinforce several of the metnodological
or even institutional frameworks which they are sometimes alleged to
challenge.
3

The Use

of Ge11dered Codes in the Descriptio11 and

Technical Explication

ofMusic

This refers co the way in which music, whether in academic or general
discourse, is sometimes described or accounted for through the use of
terms that are explicitly gendered or that carry implicit gender connotations.
Although examining the deployment of gendered terminology in the
description or technical explication of music - musicological or otherwise
- will rely in part upon conventional historical and documentary research,
there is an important difference between this and those undertakings
outlined in (1) and (2). A convincing account will necessarily depend upon
a robust theoretical framework within which, or in accordance with which,
the function of such codes can be related co identifiable and demonstrably
ideological gender constructions which, in turn, can be shown, implicitly or
explicitly, to reinforce particular constitutive moments within an
encompassing set of patriarchal assumptions. For example, the observation,
'in his treaty of 1834 x refers to masculine and feminine themes', is
empirically verifiable in a way that the interpretive claim, 'chis demonstrates
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how patriarchal values manifest themselves in writing about music', is not,
unless furnished with coherent theoretical support.
4

The Portrrgal

of Wome11 i11 Music with

Explicit Textual Content

This theme is closely allied with that outlined in (3). Although it, too, will
involve historical, documentary or analytical research, at lease in establishing
its terms of reference, its ultimate intent is to develop a critical account of,
or oppositional challenge co, the way in which women are typically
represented in music (in canonic works typically composed by men). Cusick,
for example, claims that 'it is all too clear that many canonic works that
overtly represent women also represent institutionalized misogyny' (Cusick,
1999, p.482).
5

The I,nplicatio11

of Gendered

Codes in (,111-texted) Musical Material

This is similar in some respects co (3) and (4), although it is likely co involve
a greater emphasis on close reading or some form of analytical work. More
importantly, the comprehensibility of its claims will depend upon its
establishing a convincing theoretical account of the mediating mechanism(s)
by virtue of which particular constructions of gender manifest themselves
within the fabric of the musical material itself.
6

The Role or Significa11ce of Music in Active!J Shapi11g, Co11stmcti11g or Resisti11g
Specific Ge11dered Idmtities

!'his is the most common contemporary concern - and the most complex.
I I is seen by many to represent a necessary move beyond the 'essentialism'
11nplicit in attempts to interpret particular musical structures as concretely
ind immutably 'gendered'. Again, as with (5), the comprehensibility of its
1 l.tims will depend upon its successfully establishing or appropriating a
1 nnvincing theoretical account of gender construction in addition to its
lmnishing a verifiable account of the mechanisms or processes through
"luch music actively works to shape, construct or resist particular notions
, it J(Cndered identity.
I he Extent to 111hich Wo,nen have bee11 Excluded from, or Treated Uneq11al!J
ll'ilhin, the !11Stitutional Fra111e111ork of Musicology itse!f

1111 differs from the topics (1) through (6) in so far as here it is
11111�1cology, rather than music, that serves as the explicit object of study.
I II that extent this belongs to what I have termed 'meta-discourse'.
'I .,ken as a whole, the list demonstrates how misleading and
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inappropriate tt 1s co refer to 'feminist crit1l1uc' a� 1111t· 11111ltt d clement
within an encompassing 'new' or 'critical' musicology. Wluk 11 1 true that
all of the issues or strategies described above share certain assumptions
about the role of (ideological) notions or constructions of gender in
maintaining and reinforcing a particular set of patriarchal power-relations or
values - whether through the exclusion of women from the institutions of
music, the suppression of music composed by women, the portrayal of
women in music, or the description and hierarchical devaluation of
supposedly feminine attributes in music itself - nevertheless, within the
framework provided by those common assumptions, one can discern a
diverse range of often quite incompatible methodological, theoretical,
epistemological and normative presuppositions.
This renders misleading, and perhaps even obsolete, their straightforward
inclusion within the binary taxonomy of 'old' and 'new' musicologies; and
it is even less obvious how the 'postmodern' is to be located in relation co
the various strands of feminise discourse. Presumably those scholars who
appropriate or integrate postmodern (or poscfeminist?) precepts into their
critical interpretations would consider themselves proponents of a
'postmodern' musicology, yet clearly there is nothing intrinsically
'postmodern' about a concern with gender. Hence, just as acknowledging
that an allegedly 'positivist' musicology traditionally focused on a relatively
limited range of music does not, in and of itself, necessarily implicate
positivism, as a set of epistemological or methodological assumptions, in the
ideological or institutional factors that sought to determine which music was
to be deemed a valid object of academic study, so the discip�ary exclusion
of music composed by women likewise does not necessarily implicate, as a
determining factor in that exclusion, the actual methodological frameworks
within which that discipline operated. Hence, contrary to Cusick's claim that
'feminist musicologies' rejection of autonomy and objectivity, both as
epistemological positions and as motivations, contribute to a regendering of
the persona of musicology' (Cusick, 1999, p.485), a number of strands
within that contemporary musicological scholarship which is labelled
'feminist' or which is concerned with issues of gender and representation
can and do operate in accordance both with an epistemologically motivated
notion of objectivity and with a methodology that is closely allied to that
of an 'older', 'positivist' musicology. (I return to chis issue in Chapter 2
where I theorize in greater detail the distinction between, on the one hand,
the epistemological framework in which claims to musicological knowledge
are forwarded and validated and, on the ocher hand, the normative
framework in which the object and purpose of musicological research is
contested.)
It cannot be over-emphasized, at this point, thnt none of the above is to
deny the entirely indefensible way in which, historically and still to this day,
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11111sic composed by women and the hiscorical roles played by women in
111u�ical institutions and practices have been excluded from the domain of
• ,hjccts and topics deemed acceptable for musicological study; nor is it to
IHllorC the way in which issues of gender have likewise been suppressed;
1111r is it to overlook the obvious fact that musicology, as an institutionalized
• It dpline, was, and, in part, inexcusably remains, determined or defined by
p.111icular patriarchal assumptions or prejudices. However, it is to maintain,
I 1) way of summarizing this section, two basic assertions: firstly, it is
111.it curate to associate directly, especially in a causal sense, particular
1 epistomological or
methodological frameworks with the disciplinary
1 1 lusion of music composed by women or with the suppression of issues
, ii Mender; secondly, it is likewise inaccurate simply to associate the inclusion
111 music composed by women or issues of gender with a 'new', 'critical' or
(t •1wcinlly) 'postmodern' musicology.

( 1UH)ll

I I is important to understand that a linear paradigm works to exclude or
111,1rginalise certain figures. . . . Canons imply an autonomous cultural
d1·vclopment, and those who fail to participate in that particular development,
111 who seek alternatives, are marginalised, as were Wei11 and Eisler for rejecting
111odcrnism. Someone who is seen to be part of a line, like Mussorgsky, is
111ovcd up, while anyone not part of the line, like Rimsky-Korsakov, is
il11wngraded. (Scott, 2000, pp.6-7)
I 11 ,1ddition to the critique of pos1ttv1sm and formalism, another
development typically associated with a 'postmodern' musicology is a new
disciplinary openness to 'all' musics. As already noted, the latter
typically 1111l11dc:
the
music
of
'marginal',
'lesser-known'
composers, who nevertheless still count as composers of 'high-art'
music; genres previously considered less worthy of study - jazz,
popular, folk, film, stage - that nevertheless remain 'Western' in origin
and orientation; and the music of 'other, non-Western' cultures and
traditions. For complex reasons - certainly more complex than is
sometimes implied - the academic study of music has, until relatively
recently, tended to focus on a narrowly circumscribed range of
music, on a 'canon' of select musical works deemed more worthy of
academic study. Now, however, it is opening its 1disciplinary doors'
to all forms of music, as the value distinctions on which canonic legitimacy
l depends are variously problematized. However, a 1111111hcr of points
are worth making. Firstly, while there were some, even 111 Ill}. types of
music that were clearly excluded as viable or appropriate uli1u IS of
study - at least where academic music departments were
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concerned - the 'canon' was never quite so 1mmu1,1hlc , ,r ( x, lmive as is
sometimes claimed. It has always been dependent upon 1i1m, pl.ice and
individual or institutional proclivities. Secondly, it is evident th.it individuals
and institutions tend to vary in their openness to, and tolerance of, non
canonic repertoires. One musicologist's model of 'progressive' inclusivity
may well represent another's notion of restrictive 'conservatism'. An analysis
of research interests, undergraduate caught modules and research grant
recipients across the Anglo-American sector would most likely reveal that
the 'hegemony' of the Western 'high-art' canonic repertoire remains rather
more resilient in practice than reports of its imminent or actual collapse
tend to suggest in theory - indeed, it is worth considering that were
musicology adequately and proportionately to reflect 'real' musical life, both
past and present, then Western 'classical' or 'high-art' music would probably
account for little more than 10 per cent of all institutionalized research and
teaching, and consume a similar proportion of overall funding. Thirdly, as
was noted in the introduction to this chapter, the celebrated pluralism of a
'postmodern' musicology depends upon a relatively insular conception of its
own disciplinary tradicion(s). Ethnomusicology is arguably as old as
musicology itself and the academic study of 'popular music' precedes the
arrival of a 'postmodern' musicology by some decades - albeit that, until
recently, such study often took place not in music departments but in
departments of anthropology, sociology or cultural studies.
What is clear is that the canon, or the notion of a canon in general, is
almost always perceived in a rather negative light - as something to be
exposed, challenged, deconstructed and overcome. Katherine Bergeron, for
example, in her 'prologue' to Disciplining Music: Musicology and Its Canons
(Bergeron & Bohlman, 1992) - one of the texts that helped advance the
issue of canonic presupposition toward the forefront of the (new)
musicological consciousness - proposes a 'disciplinary' account of the
canon. She is concerned with the 'ideological and social practices that
inform the disciplining of music' and with the 'relation that obtains between
the concepts of canon and discipline, a relation that orders the behaviour
of social bodies (our scholarly "societies") and the individuals within them'
(Bergeron, 1992, p.1). Drawing on Foucault's description of Bentham's
Panopticon, she describes 'inmate-players [who] learn to conduct themselves,
so to speak, according to the canons of performance they share' and the
player who is 'entrapped by an acoustic constraint; he cannot escape his
own audibility' (Bergeron, 1992, p.4, original emphasis). The language and
choice of analogy tend to imply that the role of the conductor and the
actual physical arrangement of the players in an orchestral ensemble
somehow represent a slightly insidious exercise of power. Bergeron
continues the (double) analogy by asserting rhat scholarly 'fields' are
'enclosures in very much the sa111e sense, d1sun�uished from one another
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principally by the nature of the conduce they fo tcr. A field is, in other
words, a site of surveillance, a metaphorical space whose boundaries,
conceived "panoptically", are determined by the canon that stands at its
centre' (Bergeron, 1992, p.4, my emphasis). I lowever, there is a danger that
this argument serves to highlight the disabling effect of an alleged exercise
of 'power' at the expense of acknowledging the enabling effect of
collaborative discipline. As Bergeron herself notes, 'the band thus implicates
1he musician in a network where acts of mutual surveillance serve to
maintain the musical standard' (Bergeron, 1992, p.4, my emphasis). In other
words, there may be a positive or necessary aspect to the exercise of
disciplinary 'power'. Without some constraints - in the form of commonly
,,greed norms, conventions or standards that can serve as the enabling
condition for any kind of comprehensible communication and dialogue
within a given discourse - it is difficult to envisage how musicology might
continue as a coherent practice. Hence, recourse to post-Foucaulian theories
of 'power' can, at times, appear a little like bemoaning the fact that when
we communicate with one another we are 'constrained' by the language we
use, as though the latter were some insidious imposition. In any case, it is
,1uestionable whether the 'discipline' that is required of an orchestral or
t·nsemble player can so easily be equated with the 'disciplinary' imperatives
or conditions that are unique to a particular discursive environment or field.
'I he practical and technical requirements of ensemble performance are
hardly the same as those imposed by academic or scholarly stricture. Having
aid that, just as the physical spacing of ensemble playing may derive from
,, necess ary and enabling 'discipline', so musicological canons may derive, in
pnrt, from pedagogical or institutional necessity. There is a difference
hctween, on the one hand, challenging a canon of 'masterworks' that simply
"crves to conceal the way in which certain arbitrary and ideological value
11ystems are maintained and transmitted as though universal and immutable
,md, on the other hand, recognizing that some music or some works may
he more significant for, or more appropriate to, particular pedagogical or
mstitutional requirements.
Don Michael Randel, in an essay from the same collection, is certainly
r 114ht to observe that 'we tend to constrain not only how things can be
tudicd but what can be studied at all. We sometimes give the impression
1hat other things are not even worthy of srudy' (Randel, 1992, p.11).
1 lowever, it is not so obvious that 'the canon expanded, then, not to
111clude a greater diversity of works so much as to appropriate and dominate
1 greater number of works and make them behave in similar fashion'
(llandel, 1992, p.14). Randel is here referring to what he describes as the
·111usicological canon' or the 'canon of acceptable dissertation topics' and,
111 particular, the extension of traditional philological techniques and other
r l'�earch tools to repertories beyond those of the Medieval and Renaissance
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periods - to begin with, the music of the c1�hll·rn1h 1111d nineteenth
centuries. This process bas continued at a notable r;ltc ;111d, ,ll present,
allowing of course for institutional allegiances and prejudices, there are few
repertoires considered universalfy unsuitable for musicological study. Yet
surely such developments require, and deserve, a more sophisticated, and
perhaps more charitable, analysis than one which simply chalks them up to
the imperialism of a monolithic discipline grudgingly accepting the inclusion
of other musics all the better to control them as its own.
While many scholars, although by no means all, welcome the ongoing
'deconstruction' of traditional canonic presupposition, there is clearly a
tendency to conflate a challenge to (the possibility of justifying) the notion
of hierarchical value per se with a challenge or reflective alertness to the
way in which particular value hierarchies are produced and reproduced in
given (local) contexts. One can discern a number of strategies that are
employed in dealing with canonic issues:
1 the first strategy represents a kind of rev1s1onist cnuque, a kind of
'fiddling at the canonic margins'. In this case, the basic premise of a
canon will remain intact, as will the criteria that determine entry into it;
one simply argues that some music, currently included, should not be, or
that some music, currently not included, should be. This is not too
dissimilar to what Mark Everist labels a 'conservative critique': 'The
conservative might happily speak of the Kleinmeister, and identify works
that might have been popular in their time, but now - with the aid of
our greater sensibilities and critical awareness - can be j�dged as being
of less value than canonical works' (Everist, 1999, p.389);
2 the second strategy can accept the basic premise of a canon (or canons)
but will seek to demonstrate that the value criteria determining entry into
the canon are inappropriate. For example, one might argue that notions
of organic structural unity, complexity or formal innovation tend to
favour certain forms of music at the expense of others - typically the
Austro-Germanic repertoire from Bach to Schoenberg. This will often
lead to a kind of 'third-way' model involving multiple canons. The notion
of a canon will remain intact, but it will typically be relativized, or
localized, to particular social, cultural or historical contexts. Value will be
examined, and perhaps respected as a reflection of a given musical
tradition, but no one set of canonic values will be promoted, as though
universally valid, at the expense of others;
3 a final strategy is simply to dismiss the notion of a canon or canons
altogether on the grounds that there are no 'objective' criteria in
accordance with which one can legitimately order or value music in the
first place. Everist appears drawn to chis position by what he considers
the immanent contradiction inherem in the liberal critique: 'If one asks
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that certain works should now be admitted to the canon on the basis that
they are as good as those already included, and have only been excluded
because they arc by women, Caribbean authors, or for indeed any other
reason, this is as much as to say that objective value may be identified
not only in the works for which admission is sought, but also in its
existing members' (Everist, 1999, p.390).
1 n other words, any (well-meaning) attempt to adapt canonic presupposition
Ill order to admit previously excluded music may simply rebound upon
IIKclf. There is also a danger that one may simply construct a new kind of
'11cgative' canon: the canon of traditional Western 'high-art' music is 'bad',
Ill so far as it, and the institutional and cultural power with which it
•)mbiotically exists, functions to include or exclude certain forms of cultural
1 pression on the basis of implicit universal norms that are at best
1 ontingent and relative; yet (any) other newly conceived canons are 'good',
111 so far as they represent sites of legitimate resistance to that same
111"titutional and cultural 'hegemony'.
A further problem stems in part from the fact that there are very few
111ltures, or 'sub-cultures', that do not incorporate, or depend upon, their
1 ,wn set of what are effectively 'canonic' presuppositions - in so far as the
l.11 tcr is taken to refer to the belief that some groups of works, for reasons
1 lw transcend the merely personal, are to be valued more highly than
n1hcrs. Derek Scott, for example, notes that 'the argument over high and
11 ,w art, a familiar component of elitist and mass-culture views, is, ironically,
11 peaced within the very areas of music which are so often attacked as being
11 ,w. ln jazz, the debate concerns the difference between true jazz and dance
h,1nd music. In rock there is an attempt to distinguish between serious rock
111d brash, commercial pop' (Scott, 2000, p.2). In one sense, then, a
1 h,1 llcnge to the concept of hierarchical value judgement per se may itself
, I, pend in part upon precisely that cultural- or ethno-centrism - in this case,
1 kind of paradoxical 'liberal elitism' - that it was intending to overcome.
The critical point, however, as it was with the issue of 'gender and
11 presentation', is that debates surrounding 'canonicity' do not necessarily
1111pact upon the epistemological or methodological framework within
"hich a particular musicologist may choose to work. Indeed, the demand
tli,11 musicology embrace 'all' music - itself a rather positivist sentiment 111d the accompanying critiques that are typically directed at the various
'111'-ologies of exclusion', need not necessarily suggest an antipathy to the
p11�1tivism that is so often predicated of precisely that old musicology
1�1,linst which a supposedly 'new' or 'critical' musicology reacts; and so
11, usmortier receives an expanded section alongside Bach, the Beatles
111 t•ccde Beethoven, and the music of the indigenous peoples of Borneo
1 1kcs its rightful place before Borodin. As Lochhead observes:
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This new posonodem musicology entails on one hand, 11 111r1h,11lt1lo�tcal shift
in its approach to canonic works of the Western concert trad111011 .rnd on the
other, an embrace of music in the popular and jazz traditions as well as music
outside of the West. In the latter case, the music may be approached with either
the new methods or more traditional, �nodemist' ones. (Lochhead, 2002, p.2, my
emphasis)
Hence, while it is certainly true that the traditional Western canon derived
in part from the imperatives of 'positivist' or 'formalist' preconception, it is
nevertheless quite possible to continue operating in accordance with
particular positivist or formalist assumptions even after a 'postmodern'
challenge to canonic certainty has expanded the object-domain of viable
study to include precisely that music originally excluded by those very same
assumptions.

Formalism

If 'positivism' has served as the primary target for a 'postmodern' critique
of historical musicological practice, then 'formalism' has played a correlative
role in the critique of analytical or interpretive practice. Jim Samson was
certainly right in observing that the two 'were unhelpfully conflated by
Kerman' (Samson, 1999, p.54), albeit that Kerman's characterization does
remain fairly ensconced in many accounts of disciplinary development: 'If
musicology has traditionally been positivistic, music theory and analysis have
been, and continue to be, formalistic (Lorraine, 1993, p.238, tny emphasis).
However, the association of positivism and formalism is misplaced not only
because each relates to a quite distinct sub-disciplinary discourse with its
own complex development and institutional history, but also because each
refers to a quite different moment within that respective discourse positivism, primarily to a particular set of methodological and
epistemological assumptions; formalism, primarily to a particular conception
of the musical object. Moreover, both positivism and formalism are often
portrayed, mistakenly, as straightforward constitutive components within an
older 'modernist' musicology. In this respect the attack on formalism,
especially when mounted from an allegedly 'postmodern' perspective, is as
misconstrued as that on positivism.
Nearly all criticisms directed at analytical practice tend to include,
whether explicitly or not, a challenge to 'modernism' and its associated
conceptual vocabulary. Although he was writing almost a decade ago, Leo
Treitler's pointed comments retain a contemporary prescience:
One of the root points of contention in the current discussions ... concerns the
conception of the autonomous and epistemologically self-contained character of
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the musical experience. Cling w that and you will never extricate yourself from
the web of modernism. .. . You will be committed to the aestheticist,
, ranscendentalist, internalise, essentialist, and, yes, formalist ... beliefs that raged
under 111odemis111. (freitler, 1995, p.12, my emphasis)
l II many ways, the kind of desire that Treider is alluding to here - the desire
tn escape the sins of an encompassing 'modernism' and its various
111nstitutive '-isms' - can be viewed as one of the connective threads
lun<ling together the otherwise myriad disparate trajectories that comprise
the 'new' or 'postmodern' musicologies. It is clearly present, for example,
111 Gary Tomlinson's attempt to develop, and promote, a kind of 'thick
, nmcxtualism'. In what has become a famous and oft-cited exchange, in
which Tomlinson locked horns with Lawrence Kramer over the future
tl1n:ction of what was then still an emb ryonic postmodern turn in
1nmicological enquiry, the two were clearly in agreement when it came to
le 1r:ning 'the origins of what we may call modernist musicology in nineteenth1111/my views of the signifying distance between music and words'
1 l'omlinson, 1993, pp.18-19, my emphasis). Crucially, for Tomlinson, and
lnr many others, the origins of a 'modernist' musicology are not strictly
, 11ncomitant either with aesthetic 'modernism' or for that matter with
I 11ropean 'modernity', but are identified with elements internal to, or
, 11incidental with, specific strands in nineteenth-century aesthetics. Yet if
tlwrc are some compelling reasons for viewing modernism, at a stylistic
I, vcl and especially in its earlier expressionist guise, as a kind of intense,
1 If negating extension of late Romantic sensibility - as exemplified in, say,
,, hoenberg's Erwartung or his Op.11 piano pieces - it remains questionable
"hclher one can simply transfer such a schema onto a theoretical, historical,
11C'io-cultural or, for that matter, an institutional or disciplinary level
"It hout enacting a rather crude and potentially debilitating conflation of
"lrnt are complex and contradictory patterns of intellectual and artistic
d, vclopment.
To be sure, the partial derivation of formalist presumption from certain
1 pccts of nineteenth-century thought is widely attested and relatively
1111eontroversial. Lydia Goehr, for example, in a comprehensive
111 toriographical study, has traced the development of the 'work-concept',
1lit· view of music as a delimited, objective 'in and for itself - on which
, Ii pends much formalist presupposition - both to a number of strands
"11hin nineteenth-century Romantic thought as well as to particular social
11111 cultural developments peculiar to that period of (bourgeois) European
lit 1ory (Goehr, 1992). Yet, in an important sense, this is precisely the point.
11 1s the easy association of formalism, not with Romanticism or with
, Ii mcnts of nineteenth-century thought, but with 'modernism' per se or, in
I'·" t icular, with a purportedly 'modernist' musicology, that remains

32

33

/be /Ji1ro11m of ,l/111iml1i1J.>'

. I Nru• ,l/111kologyt

fundamentally problematic. This can be illustrated by turntn� 111 one idea in
particular: the concept of 'organicism'. The assumption of, or lhe search
for, underlying, autotelic unity in a musical work is often closely associated
with formalism. Its subterranean traces are still deeply rooted in
contempor ary analytical presupposition; and it is doubtful they could ever
be entirely expunged, even if that were desirable. Yet while analytical
'organicism', so often a key target for critical rebuke, may well have been
partially cleansed of its (explicit) metaphysical or biological trappings - such
that it has mutated into a kind of paradoxical 'inorganic organicism', a
structuralist functionalism predicated on techniques of hierarchical
reduction - the concept of organic unity, closely bound up as it was with
the development of German idealist thought, represents not so much an
analogical counterpart either to the modern Enlightenment project or to
aesthetic modernism, but arguably derived, in significant measure, from a
romantic aversion to, and desire to transcend, the social anomie unleashed by
precisely that industrial, urbanized, technocratic instrumentalism with
which modernity in general is typically associated. As an underlying
aesthetic conception, it is part of a tradition leading from Goethe, through
Hoffmann and Hegel, to Schenker himself; a tradition, moreover, which
itself lies quite some way from the objectifying, quasi-scientific methodology
with which (late) twentieth-century analytical formalism is also typically
equated.
Hence, in their critique of formalist presupposition, many advocates of
a contemporary 'postmodern' musicology seek to fuse together two
contradictory, albeit dialectically entwined, conceptions of the :modern': on
the one hand, an alienating and inappropriate 'modern' attachment to the
quasi-scientific, empirical, objectifying strategies and faux-rigour of
systematic theoretical-analytical practice; on the other hand, the notion of
music as an autonomous 'in and for itself, which, while described as an
ultimately 'modernist' conception, is then attributed to strands that originate
in a nineteenth-century aesthetic sensibility that was, at least in part, 'anti
modern'. Hence, if formalism has multiple roots, in the procedural
disinterestedness of a Kant or the wavering absolutism of a Hanslick, in the
transcendent idealism of nineteenth-century Romantic expressionism, and in
the presumed methodological objectivism of an institutionally arrayed
research discipline, then it is wholly inaccurate simply to frame, and then
dismiss, it and its key presupposition, the 'music itself, as the products of
an outmoded 'modernist ideology' - Tomlinson speaks of categories that
are 'darkly tinted for us with modernist ideology' and, on a number of
occasions, accuses Kramer of betraying or revealing his underlying
'modernism' (Tomlinson, 1993, p.23). Indeed, as has been suggested, some
of the principal concepts targeted by much contemporary 'postmodern'
musicological discourse - among them, transcendentalism, internalism and

organicism · were in part reactive against early cultural and social modernity,
while historically prior to aesthetic modernism proper.
If postmodernism has helped to collapse, or problematize, the binary
distinction between 'high' and 'low', then the issue of formal close reading
HtilJ remains central to debates internal to popular musicology. If Derridean1ype deconstruction can be applied to the canonic masterpieces of the
Western classical tradition and if the notion of unity or internal coherence,
11s traditionally conceived, can be suitably problematized, then the ensuing
nnalytical work itself can still operate quite comfortably with the
presupposition of an autonomous and self-relating structure of signification.
The ideology or 'myth' that underpins the ceaseless search for fundamental
synthetic unity amid even the most seemingly anarchic disunity may have
hcen subject to trenchant critique - and rightly so (see, for example, Street,
1989) - yet the switch from a methodologically secured elaboration of
Nubsumptive or reductive unity to a dialectically conceived mediation
between part and putative whole need not necessarily collapse the formalist
t·onception of music as an autonomous manifestation of ideal structural
relations. Still, the straightforward association of modernism and formalism
and thus 'postmodernism' with 'post-formalism' - is so ensconced in
t·crtain strands of contemporary thought that the counter-argument bears
mme repeating. The notion of music as an autonomous manifestation of
ideal structural relationships cannot be ascribed, simply and exclusively, to
I he same nexus of historical and philosophical circumstances with which
rultural modernity or aesthetic modernism are respectively associated. By
operating with a conception of music that is actually neither modern nor
modernist but instead represents a complex concatenation of overlapping
historical and aesthetic currents, is it not rather the case that formalist
presupposition actually defies the kind of simple binary taxonomy that
would allow one to place it firmly in the box marked 'modern(ist)'? It is
only really with quite specific postwar developments, common to both
ltclds, that, on the one hand, the normative-aesthetic aspect of
rnmpositional practice - the 'high-modernism' of integral serialism - and,
c ,n the other hand, the systematic aspect of analytical theory - the
'neutralization' of Schenker, the development of pitch-class theory, and,
�omewhat later, the appearance of structuralist semiotics - can be said to
l onverge in such a way that they might be located appropriately within the
,11nbit of an objective and recognizably modern(ist) form of reason; and this
primarily at the level of methodological sensibility. In that sense, formalism
1 cpresents a complex amalgam of, among other things, nineteenth-century
Romantic transcendentalism and internalism and an aesthetics of procedural
disinterestedness and a methodological objectivism and the development of
,111 institutional context in which it was able to establish a recognizable
disciplinary and pedagogical identity; and in its various guises it is likely that
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Rethinking the 'Postmodern Tum'
As the above discussions have implied, the manner in which various ideas
or theoretical presuppositions are represented and dismissed as constitutive
components within an over-arching 'modernist musicology' betrays not only
a reluctance to engage, in sufficient detail, with complex historical and
philosophical currents, but also suggests the need to construct a suitably
amorphous (straw) target for a subsequent postmodern assault. As Treider
notes: 'Primary among the postmodern traits of some recent musicology is
its self-proclaimed mission to wrench the discipline free of the habits and
beliefs, no, the constraints - the "discipline" (Foucault) - of modernism'
(Treider, 1995, p.10). It can seem, on occasion, as though a purportedly
'postmodern' or 'new' musicology must conjure up the spectre of a
'modernist tradition' simply as a foil against which to define itself. This in
itself is a dangerous move. Martin Morris, for example, argu es that 'the
belief that a liberatory political project can be guided by theoretical critique
without offering some kind of account of the metaconditions through
which critique itself becomes possible is internally limited. Such a position risks
imposing a different ideology with a new set of blinkered dominations, exclusions and
oppressions in the place of one discredited by the new, authoritative theoretical c,itiq11e'
(Morris, 2001, p.42, my emphasis). It is for this reason that reflections on
contemporary musicological practice - especially allegedly 'new', 'post
modern' or 'critical' practice - would benefit from a more sophisticated
interrogation of underlying methodological and epistemological pre
suppositions than has sometimes been the case.
Despite the fact that a 'modernist musicology' is regularly evoked in
order to distinguish 'that which we did' from 'that which we now do', the
basis on which one can justifiably label an institutional discipline
'modern(ist)' or 'postmodern(ist)' remains rather unclear. For example, does
a musicology become 'modernist' simply by virtue of its accepting the
underlying convictions of enlightenment 'modernity'? To be sure, oriented
methodologically toward the goal of scientific, technocratic control and
epistemologically toward the notion of objective, value-free enquiry,
'positivism' is certainly a derivative of a (post-)Enlightenment, 'modern'
sensibility. Yet, according to most accounts of the 'postmodern', so is
Kantian transcendentalism, Hegelian idealism, Marxist political economy,
Freudian psychoanalysis, Husserlian phenomenology and any other system
of thought which seeks to establish foundational truths or delimiting
'conditions of possibility' or which continues to insist upon some kind of
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distinction between what 'is' and what 'appears'. ln that respect it 1s not
immediately clear in what sense an academic discipline can be described as
'modernist' in the first place, or how, by virtue of rejecting a (weak)
positivist concern with factual verifiability and scholarly rigour in favour of
., 'postmodern' emphasis on indeterminacy and interpretive 'play', it could
realistically and coherently remain one.
Conversely, one might ask whether describing a musicology as
'postmodern' is supposed to refer (1) to a condition of musicology itself its disparate, fragmentary plurality of competing and intertwining interests
11nd methodologies; (2) to its openness to all music in a 'postmodern' age
when value distinctions and canonic hierarchies no longer hold sway; (3) to
lls concern with a recognizably 'postmodern' music; or (4) to its
,1ppropriation of recognizably 'postmodern' theoretical frameworks or
,1ssumptions for the interpretation of (any) music. This ambiguity is, of
, ourse, closely related to the general confusion surrounding the term
'postmodern' itself. To describe a discipline as 'postmodern' simply because
It encompasses a range of competing or incompatible interpretive strategies
would seem as analytically trivial as it is historically inaccurate - it is
11uestionable whether musicology, as a whole, was ever quite so coherent or
11uite so dominated by a single over-arching (modernist) meta-narrative as
I� sometimes implied. To consider a musicology postmodern simply because
II demonstrates a willingness to engage with all music(s) is similarly
misplaced - a number of sub-disciplines have long been concerned with a
1,1nge of non-canonic repertoires. Likewise, it is difficult to relate a
'postmodern' musicology to a concern with 'postmodern' music since,
11rstly, there is even less agreement about what constitutes postmodern
music than there is about what might constitute a postmodern musicology
,rnd, secondly, the majority of work that is nevertheless typically associated
with a postmodern musicology has generally focused on a segment of
� cstern art music which, whatever the terminological ambigu ity, is certainly
llot postmodern. Hence the fourth and final option - viewing a
·postmodern musicology' as one which appropriates, integrates within itself
ind employs recognizably postmodern concepts or which operates within,
11r in accordance with, recognizably postmodern theoretical frameworks probably represents the most coherent, and least trivial, designation.
Nevertheless, Derek Scott appears to include, or at least to imply, most
1 ,f the above characteristics, and some additional ones, when he suggests
that a postmodern musicology might include the following:
A concern with
musical practices,
cultural contexts;
hermeneutics for

social and cultural processes, informed by arguments that
values and meanings relate to particular historical, political and
a concern with critical theory and with developing musical
the analysis of the values and meanings of musical practices
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and musical texts; a concern to avoid teleological .1�,11111p11t ,11• 11f historical
narrative ... ; readiness to engage with, rather than marginali,�·. ,��uc� of class,
generation, gender, sexuality and ethnicity in music .. . ; a readiness to contest
the binary divide between 'classical' and 'popular' ...; a readiness to study
different cultures with regard to their own specific cultural values ...; a readiness
to consider that meanings are intertextual, and that it may be necessary to study
a broad range of discourses in order to explain music ...; a readiness to respond
to the multiplicity of music's contemporary functions and meanings .... (Scott,
2001, pp.145-6)

While some of these concerns can be seen to relate to, or derive from,
ostensibly 'postmodern' theoretical positions, it is just as clear that a
significant number do not - perhaps rendering problematic their straight
forward designation as constitutive moments within an encompassing
'postmodern' musicology. For example, as has already been argued in this
chapter, a 'readiness to engage with, rather than marginalize, issues of class,
generation, gender, sexuality and ethnicity in music' is not an inherently
'postmodern' concern - one can adopt 'positivist' methods for the historical
study of music composed by women or formalist precepts for its technical
analysis. Equally, one can incorporate 'deconstructive' elements into
hermetic close readings of musical 'texts'. 'Hermeneutics' pre-dates the
'postmodern' by more than a century and ultimately derives from a sec of
presuppositions that is at odds with underlying poscstructuralist notions of
meaning and signification. Finally, 'a concern with social and cultural
processes, informed by arguments chat musical practices, values and
meanings relate to particular historical, political and cultural contexts' is
hardly unique to 'postmodern' theory, having long served as a basic
foundation for Marxist and post-Marxist modes of interpretation.
Hence, some of the terminological confusion surrounding developments
in contemporary musicology would appear co stem from the way in which
a critical challenge to the traditional exclusion of particular repertoires,
issues or interpretive priorities is confused with the adoption of 'critical'
(theoretical) interpretive strategies themselves. To return to one of the
topics considered earlier in this chapter, there is a marked difference
between a challenge to the exclusion of music composed by women from
the 'canon' of objects of viable study - albeit that such a challenge may be
motivated by 'critical' feminist concerns - and the adoption of a critical
theoretical (posc)feminist interpretive framework or set of methodological
presuppositions for the purpose of understanding any and (potentially) all
music. Likewise, it may be that, at a general level, certain 'postmodern' ideas
or sensibilities have worked to transform underlying disciplinary
presuppositions; however, this does not automatically render 'postmodern'
any ensuing work that happens simply to have absorbed some of its
implications.
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Yet another definition is proposed by Gary Tomlinson, who states that
'in broad terms, a postmodern musicology will be characterized most
distinctively by an insistent questioning of its own methods and practices'
(Tomlinson, 1993, p.21 ). Contemporary musicology is undoubtedly
characterized by an inherently self-reflective condition; it is often as
concerned with problematizing itself as it is concerned with problematizing
music - this book is of course a prime example. No doubt this is a
symptom of disciplinary uncertainty, of the attempt to find one's
disciplinary bearings amid the swirling eddies of intellectual trends as well
as to remain reflectively alert to one's 'grounding' - especially in an
academic climate acutely sensitive to the requirement that one do so.
However, once again, its designation as 'postmodern' is problematic. For
example, such self-reflection has long represented a defining moment in
(post-)Hegelian or (posc-)Marxist critical traditions. The latter have always
demonstrated an acute, even painful, 'dialectical' sensitivity to the way in
which the very theoretical framework or conceptual economy with which
they seek to interpret a particular social formation is itself in some way
determined, or enabled, by that same context - once again raising doubts
as co the uniquely 'postmodern' condition of a musicology that 'insistently
questions its own methods and practices'. Nevertheless, one might still
worry that such a self-reflective turn will have the kind of effect envisaged
by Scott Burnham: 'For as we become increasingly self-aware of the ways
we talk about music, as talk about music eclipses music itself as the most
fascinating object in the academic firmament, the history of such talk
suddenly assumes a luminous relevance' (Burnham, 1993, p.76). One might
then be drawn to the conclusion that 'we could become so wrapped up in
critical theory that we lose sight of the raison d'etre of our efforts: music
itself (Citron, 1993, p.74). In other words, musicology becomes more
concerned with its '-ology' than its 'music-'. As Arnold Whittall argues: 'Just
as music is best thought of as interacting with the structures of speech and
language rather than as simply opposed to them, so the New Musicology is
likely to be best served by the promotion of dialogue - dialogues about
compositions, that is, even more than about the nature of musicology itself
(Whittall, 1999, p.99). One can sympathize, co an extent, with the concern
expressed by Citron and Whittall - who presumably would be less than
favourably inclined coward the purpose and content of this book. There is,
to be sure, always a danger that self-reflection can spiral into regressive
nbstraction or dissolve the basic terms of reference on which rational
discourse depends. However, as this chapter has (I hope) suggested, there
is a clear and continuing need for a self-reflective discourse that is better
nble to differentiate between the normative, methodological and
epistemological criteria that serve to demarcate 'old' from 'new' and
'modern' from 'postmodern'.
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Hence, if meta-discursive reflection has served 111 rt·111k1 tr.insparent
particular institutional mechanisms which once served 10 n:stnct, and may
continue to restrict, the types of music studied or the manner in which they
are studied, it has yet to offer a plausible strategy for avoiding either the
instigation of a new disciplinary orthodoxy or the descent into an
incoherent, fragmented and ill-defined pluralism. In fact, I would go so far
as to suggest that much of the polemic or reciprocal misunderstanding that
is characteristic of contemporary musicological reflection - especially in
relation to 'new', 'critical', or 'postmodern' musicology - derives from a
failure to examine and question, at a more fundamental level, the source of
its own legitimacy. Summarizing developments in contemporary musicology,
Renee Lorraine has suggested that
If all these tendencies [in musicology] were to share space in a fluctuating stasis,
one or another might rise to prominence for a time, but none would exercise
ultimate authority. In a typically postmodern way, not only different ideologies
but different paradigms would co-exist, even if they seemed mutually
contradictory. There would be criteria of truth, meaning and value, but these
could be different or even irrelevant depending on the given paradigm. There
would be no common language (at least that we can see at present), but multi
lingualism would become essential. (Lorraine, 1993, p.242)

This would seem an apt portrayal of contemporary musicology; many
contemporary musicologists adhere to its underlying ethos. However, the
claim that 'there would be criteria of truth, meaning and value, but these
could be different or even irrelevant depending on the given paradigm' not
only collapses under the weight of its own 'performative contradiction', but
also undermines the very presuppositions or conditions of possibility which
underpin the study of music as an institutionalized discourse: student - 'I
object to this mark of 45 per cent on the grounds that in writing this essay
I have adopted my own criteria of truth, meaning, and value'; scholar - 'I
object to my article being rejected on the grounds that in writing this piece
I have adopted my own criteria of truth, meaning, and value'. As Peter
Dews warns:
Such an admission of permanent instability, of lack of fit between what we feel
driven to say, the means of saying it, and the available procedures of
justification, should not be used to legitimate the deflationary short circuit
currently proposed by thinkers such as Rorty. Such a short circuit seeks to
eliminate all traces of transcendence, of an imperative source of meaning,
through what becomes - paradoxically - an objectivistic metaphysics of contingenry.
(Dews, 1995, p.12, my emphasis)

In short, a trivial relativism, whether linguistic, epistemological, interpretive
or moral, would always seem compelled both to recognize those very
theories that deny its possibility and to cancel itself out by its own logic.
As Thomas Nagel puts it: 'Many forms of relativism and subjectivism
collapse into either self-contradiction or vacuity - self-contradiction because
they end up claiming that nothing is the case, or vacuity because they boil
down to the assertion that anything we say or believe is something we say
or believe' (Nagel, 1997, p.6). While we may 'no longer know what we
know' (Cook & Everist, 1999, p.v), a fear of enacting some kind of
aggressive mastery should not confine us either to the mute immediacy of
�olipsistic introspection or to a kind of passive relativism. When it finally
l.'ngages with music, 'postmodern' musicology tends always to stress the
provisionality of its readings, the unavoidable plurality of interpretation or
1he contingent 'situatedness' of its multiple subject positions. Unease
with the status of knowledge sees avowedly 'postmodern' protagonists
battling with one another to prove their own brand of knowledge more
reflective, more knowingly problematic and more absolutely non-absolute
1han any other. Yet, as I will argue in the next chapter, one can assert
1he individuality, subjectivity or contingency of some meaning or value only
lor so long before such assertions eventually undermine the legitimacy of
1he very discursive field in which they are ordinarily articulated. If no
mode of knowledge is ever to be privileged over any other, and if there
.ire no criteria in accordance with which we can (at least presume to)
l'valuate the legitimacy of particular discursive claims, then the study of
music as an institutionalized discourse would appear to have little choice
hut to cancel out the very presuppositions or conditions of possibility on
which its existence is predicated and effectively deconstruct itself out of
c•xistence.
A similar (moral) force is implicit in Peter Zima's argument that 'like
rvery formalism, Deconstruction, marked by Nietzsche's extreme
11mbivalence, contains imponderables and risks. In view of such risks it
�cem important to insist . . . on the importance of textual constants, depth
�tructures and actant models in a text such as Mein Kampf and on the
Impossibility of dissolving them by shifts, contradictions and polysemies,
whose existence, however, should not be denied either' (Zima, 2002,
p.175). Transposed into the realm of music, one might well ask: 'What is
1hc point of showing that the institutions of the canon are elitist and
pntriarchal if, at the same time, one supports a relativism that would grant
1 litist, patriarchal readings as much validity as decentred critique?' (Williams,
�000, p.386). It is a danger that is more than obvious to Terry Eagleton;
111s counter-critique of postmodernism's critique of generality is usefully
disarming. It is indeed very much a universal human condition, for example,
1hat we must eat, sleep, labour, reproduce, communicate and so on; and,

