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Frédéric Vandenberghe

The Political Performance of Musical Meaning in Rave Culture

In this article, the author analyses the British rave culture of the mid-nineties from an ethno-philosophical point of view as a counter-culture that fuses the idealism of the hippies with the political engagement of the punks. Rejecting Adorno’s reductionist treatment of popular music in general and jazz in particular, he presents an upbeat analysis of techno-music and MDMA that highlights the emancipatory potential of the musical underground.

 "We shall celebrate with such fierce dancing the death of your institutions".

1. The Performance of Countercultural Musical Meaning

It may seem slightly odd and even eccentric - especially for ethnomusicologists, but then their field and approach is still relatively undefined and thus open to interference from neighbouring disciplines like sociology, anthropology and philosophy - to want to associate the names of Husserl and Leibniz to understand the meaning of the contemporary techno-scene. Although it may be hard to imagine either of those classic philosophers dancing and happily sweating away till the wee hours in a derelict and somewhat desolate post-industrial estate somewhere in Lancashire, just off the M65, I nevertheless would like to suggest that Leibniz's monadology and Husserl's phenomenology of intersubjectivity offer two divergent but compossible perspectives to analyse and make sense of the countercultural rave-scene of the early nineties. 

In the Leibnizian perspective, the ravers appear as so many monads that are self-centred and wrapped up in an auto-poetic trip that recodes the repetitive binary beats of the drumbox (bam/bam) in its own hedonistic code (fun/no fun). Moved by a surge of the internal appetites, each of the occasional ravers dances for him- or herself in a restricted space, apperceiving others in terms of his or her own interests and conceiving of them like a simple modification of their own self. The other is indeed there, but as a monad he or she can no more enter into direct contact with me than I can enter into contact with him or her. Although there's no direct communication between us, our movements are nevertheless perfectly synchronised and co-ordinated from without by some kind of a celestial harmony that the universal Disk-Jockey "to whom we are attached as the author of everything [...] and who can only make our happyness"
, has pre-ordained as if he were God himself. 

In the Husserlian perspective, on the other hand, the monads are no longer conceived as closed and self-centred entities and entelechies, but they are now endowed with "doors and windows". Thanks to empathy, the doors of perception can be opened and the monads can enter directly into contact and communication with one another. "Each comprehensive perception of a foreign body is a window and each time I say 'please, mate', and [s]he answers me with understanding, a real unity has been established among us".
 In this sympathetic perspective, the unity of the souls is no longer imposed from without by some kind of rhythmical chemistry, but accomplished and realised by the participants themselves. 

The meaning of the music is "performed" on the dance-floor and, at the end of the day, which all too often coincides with the early morning, it is no longer that clear whether it is the drugs and the music that make the bodies move, or whether the musical script is actually not the cause, but is rather enacted as an effect of the interactive co-ordination of the bodily performances of the dancers and the D-jay or the D-Jane.
  A rave does not simply bring together techno-music, recreational drugs and dancing people, but it is a conjectural event in which the music, the drugs and the collectivity are performatively co-produced as a rave, that is as a countercultural event of sorts. Distinguishing between the "(mind)set" and the "(socio-physical)setting", we could even say, somewhat tautologically, that a rave is only a rave if it is produced, performed and defined as a rave. Techno without the appropriate drugs does not always work. Even if one is in the right mindset, but in the wrong setting, the countercultural meanings simply won't be actualised: the drugs will let you down, the music will sound dead and robot-like, and the people will appear as self-centred monads or puppets on a string. Leibniz will be right and Husserl wrong. Change the setting and the mindset, however, go to the right underground club, mingle with friendly people and let your body be moved by the sheer materiality of the thumping bass line, and the Huserlian perspective will suddenly seem more adequate, which shows that musical meaning is not given once and for all, not written in stone or inscribed in the grooves, but that it is synthetically constituted in and through interactions with other people and co-produced on the dance-floor as a contingent, but repeatable event that actively performs the music and actualises its countercultural meanings by mixing subjects, substances and musical textures in an appropriate way. 

Since the mid-nineties, the clubculture has "come down" and the acid dream has turned into a commodified nightmare.
 Now that the techno-scene has almost been completely colonised and recuperated by business and politics (remember the rebranding of England as ‘Cool Britannia’, a label invented by Demos, a think-tank closely associated with New Labour?), the myth of the conviviality of raves and other "Loveparades" may sound more like a commercial soundtrack to Pepsi- or Virgin-Cola than a counter-cultural reality.  Since techno- and housemusic have left the underground to appear on Top of the Pops, it seems to have lost all its subversive potential to become a commodity, "and nothing else but a commodity", as Adorno would have said.
 In so far as XTC and repetitive beats still have political meaning, those are probably not that different from the more classic opiates of ideology and religion. If that's indeed the case, we might as well propose a synthesis of the Marxist and the Leibnizian perspectives and consider the contemporary techno-culture as the latest version of a semi-organised commercial and political manipulation of "the conduct of conduct" (Foucault) of rebellious youth. Although such a Leibnizian perspective might be suited to criticise the crass commercialism of the contemporary dance-scene, I would nevertheless like to adopt a more romantic perspective in this article and draw on Husserl's phenonomenology of intersubjectivity to explore the politics of the "crusties" of the English counter-culture as I have encountered it in Manchester in the mid-nineties. In the mean time, the politics of the variegated tribes of the techno-culture have coalesced and gone up into the much larger social movement against globalisation that has emerged since the protest in Seattle. I cannot and do not want to deny that the anarchist militants, the ecological activists and the campaigners for human rights I have met only make up a highly politicised minority that thrives in the margins of society and that the illegal raves they (used to) organise to contest the hegemony of automobile consumerism ("Reclaim the Streets") and global capitalism ("Anti-Capitalist Carnival") are not really representative of mainstream popular culture. The validity of my analysis may indeed be problematic, but I must confess that I consider that more as a political than as a methodological problem.  After all, it's not only the future of music that might be at stake, but ours as well.

2. 'Madchester', MDMA and Repetitive Beats

In good old England the whole thing apparently started at the end of the sixties with a bunch of creative hippies who were nostalgic about the great festivals of the summer which they dedicated in quasi-Comtian fashion to the Goddess of Love (e.g. the Free Festivals of Love at Stonehenge, the Isle of Wight, etc.). Then, in the seventies and the eighties, there were the punks and their ugly culture of rage against the system and their wholesale rejection of the exploitative society of directed consumption. Later on, at the end of the eighties, a new, more optimistic and constructive counterculture emerged, at once more spiritual and hedonistic.
 There were lots of free raves, repetitive beats and XTC-tablets around. Thousands and thousands of non yuppified youths started to dance once again in the open air on the pounding cadence of computer-generated beats and to massively consume empathogenic drugs. A participant of the raves of the summer of 89 - “the Summer of Love”- testifies of his ecstatic experiences: “... and then, when you’ve been lulled for hours and hours by technology and lost yourself in the music, when you’ve entered into the ecstacy of dance and made a dozen of new friends and all that stuff, the greatest spectacle of all remains: the sun rises”. The establishment was shocked by all that joy. In 1994 the British parliament decreed the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act At once, all “gatherings on land in the open air of 100 or more persons at which amplified music is played during the night and is such as, by reason of its loudness and duration and the time at which it is played, is likely to cause to the inhabitants of the locality" were legally banned.
 As an unintended but predictable result of such an authoritarian banning of raves, the non-conformist youth got politicised. The idealism of the hippies and the politics of the punks entered into fusion. The alternative associations regrouped and gathered around an emerging techno-scene. And so the counterculture of dance was born. As an “infra-political” force (Beck), which briskly allies fun and engagement, the counterculture succeeded to unite the "ecopax" activists, the anarchists, the squatters, the travellers, the veggies and the vegans, the gays and the lesbians, the mystics of the new age, etc. in an alternative, libertarian and non violent rainbow coalition.


The encounter of techno and XTC, two powerful psycho-active stimulants, each producing its own effects on the body and the soul, constitutes probably the most important cultural event of the last fin-de-siècle. Under all its different guises (acid house, happy hard-core, goa, ambient, jungle, drum and bass, gabber, breakbeat, trip-hop, cool, etc.), this music with no name which is generically called techno has been considered the “classical music of the nineties”.
 Techno, in the large and federating sense of the word, can best be described as a kind of “music of the second order”. Digitally produced by sound engineers and DJ’s - but nowadays kids can also do it on their home computers- it synthesises and fuses existing sounds into a wobbly mix. In the same way as paparazzi steal pictures, they plunder sounds (for instance, those of the street or the Amazone forest but also and especially recorded sounds) in order to recompose them in a rhythmical and repetitive, mesmerising and hypnotic texture, which can hardly be memorised or whistled.
 Self-consciously repetitive, techno eschews melody in favour of rhythm and texture. Vocal lines, melodies and cheesy piano riffs can be sampled and sequenced, but they do not add up to a conventional song. They become a functional part of the rhythmic syntax of the track itself, because what really matters is the synergy between music and the body, the performative co-production of danceable music. Here as elsewhere, form follows function. At the end of the day, techno can best be characterised as a musical composition, as a decomposition of other musical styles which are then recomposed by a Roland TR 303 bass sequencer in a synthetic reverberating sequence, which is perfectly danceable, given that it is constructed on a throbbing bass line of some 125 four quarter beats per minute (up to 210 in the case of drum 'n' bass), which corresponds roughly to the number of cardiac pulses of a body in action. Apart from euphony and rhythmicity, there are no rules of composition. Minimal techno tracks of highly repetitive beats only realise their potential, however, when they are acted on by the DJ who adds texture by mixing and cutting. All musical genres, from the classic to the ethnic to the jazzic one, can be sampled, stretched and fused. Selected for their emotional quality rather than for their intellectual content, sounds are sampled, scratched, fractured, deformed, reformed, decomposed and eventually recomposed and remixed as if they were malleable objects, giving thus rise to a genuine “acoustical sculpture”. "By filtering out a particular frequency range from one record, and replacing it with another, new textures and frictions result, as beats rub against one another in unique patterns of syncopation".
 The result, however, is properly contingent - “neither necessary nor impossible” (Spinoza). As a musician phrases it: “We have the technology. Sounds can be hit, rubbed, scratched, sampled, filtered, looped and processed by the computer. What comes out the other end is hard to predict. Hit one button on your keypad and everything changes”. It is true that techno owes more to the black soul of the sixties and the white disco of the seventies than to Monteverdi or Mozart, but it can more easily redefine Mozart and Monteverdi in a rhythmical context than classical music can redefine funk or ethnic music for that matter.


If techno is the classical music of this fin-de-siècle, XTC (methylenedioxymetamphetamines or MDMA, and it chemical variants: MDA, MDE, MBDB and even DOB, which is supposed to be 100 times stronger than MDMA) is the LSD of the nineties.
 Indeed, arrived 20 years too late to “revolutionise the elements of the civil society” (Marx), XTC is the drugs that LSD 25 was supposed to be. Although MDMA was already synthetically manufactured in 1914 by Merck, a German pharmaceutic firm, and although the Krishna’s were already using it for illuministic purposes in the sixties and the seventies, the world had to wait for the experiments of Alexander Shulgin, a Californian chemist, to rediscover its socio-therapeutic effects and, eventually, it was only in the nineties that XTC became available on a large scale for the purpose of mass meditation and recreation.
 Sold in the form of compressed tablets, this psychedelic substance is resolutely “user friendly”. It has all the advantages of LSD, and none of its inconveniences: although it induces slightly hallucinogenic effects, it affects neither the motoric functions of co-ordination nor the integrity of the ego. “Off one’s head”, one looses neither control nor the head (no “flips”). MDMA provokes a sort of “noetic épochè”, which makes one experience the world in a different and alternative fashion, in an “ek-static” fashion, to speak like Heidegger, as if one saw the world for the first time, without the intervention of the conventional doxic typifications. Inducing a state of translucid serenity, internal peace and cosmic, or as Freud dubbed it, “oceanic” plenitude, XTC seems to be the ideal drug for intellectuals who are eagerly looking for transcendental experiences. 

MDMA not only works as an ”entactogene”, however, which can occasion a transformation of the soul, but also as an “empathogene”, as an inductor of empathy, as a social lubricant, as a stimulant of “primary sociability”. Indeed, XTC affects above all the quality and the modalities of interpersonal relations. It stimulates not only the intercorporal tactility, which makes it the “hug-drug” par excellence, but among its principal effects, a notable increase of the empathic faculties and a concomitant decrease of egoistic and self-centred sentiments have also been clinically observed. XTC thus greatly facilitates and enhances "existential communication". Under influence, the other appears as an “intimate stranger”. At the same time as the common humanity which ties them to one another is rediscovered, an almost religious sense of humanitarian effervescence, pleasant togetherness and deep community (or communitas, to speak like Victor Turner) re-emerges. All violence disappears and within such a pacified environment women can actually freely explore the bodily pleasures of dancing and trancing on drugs.
 The ancient anthropological rituals of symbolic exchange, like the spontaneous gift of water or the free exchange of joints and smiles, spontaneously reappear. For less than 10 pounds, the chemical adventurers can thus offer themselves some kind of a “minivacation”, which can last up to 8 hours, and experience for a while the cosiness of a convivial microcosm, of a parallel and liminal world which is more authentic and compassionate, indeed more human than the paramount world of everyday/everynight life. If we make abstraction of the risks of the premature institutionalisation of hormonal thunderbolts (Timothy Leary’s “syndrome of instantaneous marriage”), MDMA appears as a relatively safe drug (for relatively sane people). It has been estimated that in England alone each weekend 1.000.000 E’s are taken. So far, some twenty casualties have been registered which are immediately, or most often, mediately linked, to the abuse of XTC.
 Twenty casualties, that's of course twenty too much, but if we make abstraction from the "moral panics" that re-emerge at regular intervals in the tabloids (see the "moral crusade" of the parents of Leah Betts) and if we take into account the pacifying effects of XTC on users (and football supporters), we can perhaps conclude with the latest report of the Police Foundation (March, 2000) that XTC should be declassified and turned from a class A into a class B drug. This might also help to prevent youngsters from experimenting with and subsequently getting hooked on heroin, which is no longer injected, but inhaled in Chinese fashion ("chasing the dragon") and crack, which are presently in the same class and produce havoc not only in the inner city estates but also, and more and more so, in the suburbs, among the sons and daughters of the affluent middle classes. 

3. Beaten into Submission?

Meanwhile, techno has largely gone overground. Recuperated by the culture industry, its subliminal association with the underground has been artificially incorporated as a business asset. The fact that the advertisers use it nowadays in their commercial spots to boost the sales of their boots, beverages and tyres testifies to the mass appeal of its “artificial negativity” (Adorno). Commercialised and sanitised by overexposure, techno increasingly tends to loose its subversive potential. One could critically conclude that techno “as such” (an sich) is a commercial and conservative blend of music, if not a regressive and reactionary one. To this end, one could update the critical arguments that Adorno once advanced against jazz. This could be done easily, because retrospectively we realise that he treated the jazz fans of the forties as if they were behaving like contemporary ravers.
 Stressing the importance of the rhythmic principle of the syncope, he compared from the very beginning the jazz dance to military marches. In the dance of the jitterbugs, for instance, he only perceived the scarcely sublimated expression of their desire to submit themselves to the mechanical beats of an administered mass-society and to the luring seduction of the musical commodities. In dialectical fashion, the apparent opposition of the jazz fans to the system transforms itself from within into the affirmation of the system over and against the jazz fans who are willingly forced into infantile regression by sadomasochistic submission to the system. In this way, jazz transmits, in intramusical fashion, the social domination to the gulled and lulled consumers of popular music.


Musicologists who are aware of the paradigmatic developments that have taken place in media- and communication studies in the last twenty years or so, may have noted that Adorno has simply transposed the "hypodermic model" of media effects to the musical domain. This deterministic model has now been replaced by more interpretative models that foreground the contextual uses and gratifications of the media or by more deconstructivistic models that stress the permanent possibility of an "aberrant or alternative decoding" of the textual, visual or musical messages that are diffused by the media. Against Adorno’s elitist indictment of popular music in general and jazz in particular, I would like to take the "cultural turn" a bit further and suggest an alternative reading of the techno culture that is more sensitive to the performance of musical meanings by the participants themselves. It is enough the change one’s perspective and to abandon the cynically objectivating posture of the observer (perspective of the third person) and to adopt instead the perspective of the participant (perspective of the first person) to see potential political meanings of MDMA and repetitive beats emerge. In this perspective, techno and XTC are themselves seen as techniques of social formation. They bring people together, alter their minds and make their bodies move. Depending on the set and the setting in which the gathering takes place, different musical meanings are actualised and performed. Extrapolating my ethnophilosophical findings from the musical underground and generalising them from a highly politicised minority to the non commercialised fringes of the contemporary club culture, I want to suggest that the subculture of techno and XTC is potentially liberating. Techno is not the voice of the master; it counterfactually gives voice to the emancipatory interests of the people. As a vivid expression of the Zeitgeist, it articulates both a Rousseauan ethics of authenticity and the politics of conviviality that go with it.
 It is the cultural expression of the ethical-cum-political choice to pursue an alternative lifestyle that seeks to realise itself in a communitarian form of life. Among the raving trippers, sympathy becomes the dominant principle of association and non-violence the maxim of their actions: “Act always in such a way that you are worthy of being a potential citizen of the “Commonwealth of Peace” - such is the categorical imperative of the ravers. Being worthy of being recognised as a potential citizen of the Commonwealth of Peace implies that the principle of sympathetic conviviality that rules the weekend gets extended beyond the clubs. In other words, between the demeanour of the weekend and that of the working week there’s no solution of continuity: Turn on, tune in and go to work late on Monday.
 The ravers go indeed back to labour on Monday, but dressed down in the same way and in the same relaxed state of mind, they slowly introduce the ethics of conviviality and sympathy into the workshop. The choice of a personal lifestyle is not without political implications. We all know that ethics can become an (infra)political force. From within, immanently, it can transform itself in effective engagement, in a kind of “bio-politics”, or better, to avoid Foucaldian connotations, in a kind of “life-politics” that are in radical opposition to the reigning principles of utilitarianism and aim to create morally justifiable forms of life in which the expressive efforts of post-conventional self-actualisation can fully flourish.


In the alternative festivals where MDMA and amplified repetitive beats are on the program (e.g. Tribal Gathering, Glastonbury) we can experience the rediscovery of primary sociability and of symbolical exchange and thereby start to understand that the emergence of small communities can have implications for the larger society. There, we can witness the emergence of a parallel and informal economy that follows not so much the laws of the neo-liberal market as the laws of solidarity. Of course, one has to pay a relatively modest sum to obtain the right of access - or just jump over the fence - but the aim is manifestly non-commercial. It serves above all to cover the expenses incurred by the organisation of the happening. The economy functions, but not along the lines of the economy. Thus, the bohemian artists who animate the stage with stilts, juggling, pantomime, etc. are remunerated for their contribution. The itinerant handicraftsmen who live of the sales of their artefacts (e.g. jewels, poetry, magical draughts, etc.) or their services (e.g. subliminal massage, aromatic therapies, New Age clairvoyance, etc.) are authorised to trade. The animators of alternative political associations who distribute leaflets and pamphlets (e.g. against vivisection or for the recycling of waste), or man stalls where one can discuss political issues or sign a petition, get free access. And the same ethical-political project can also be seen at work in the underground clubs of London, Manchester and even Bedford or Oldham. There as well we may find the bohemian artists who earn their penny animating the dance floor, or the aspiring DJ's who play for free while they learn the skills of the turntablist. In the corridors stalls are installed and spirited discussions on the “good life” take place, political manifestations are announced or the co-ordination of planned actions is carefully prepared. Tolerance is maximal. In principle, everything is allowed, as long as the freedom and the dignity of each is respected. The mood is one of good nature and mutual sharing. There’s no petty bourgeois moralism and there are no prohibitions - the principle of common humanity and of generalised responsibility are spontaneously and seemingly taken into account by all. People help and hug each other, exchanging water for sweets, and they are visibly happy if only for the time of a smile they make other people happy. The same junction of ethics, fun and politics can also be observed in the happenings of the ecological counter culture. “Reclaim the Streets” is a neat example. With a disarming playfulness and some kind words, flirtatious women with shaved heads gently summon the drivers to come to a halt, to switch off their engines and to join them. A sound system is installed, and just for the time of an afternoon, the roads are once again turned into a genuine public sphere, a sphere of dancing, sharing and caring that anticipates in miniature the possible advent of the “open society”.


In contradistinction to what Max Weber thought, the future does not necessarily belong to the “sensualist without heart”.
 In England and elsewhere, the counter-culture is celebrating in the margins the demise of the established institutions. Tripping till dawn on the mesmerising rhythm of repetitive beats and basses, the alternative associations have gathered on and around the technoscene. Their communicative actions not only show that ethics can become a political force. They prove also, if necessary, that fun and political engagement can very well go together. The body and the mind, split for five centuries, are rejoined with the heart. The hedonists have acquired a sense of civic responsibility. They are now concerned about the well-being of their fellows. If the scene of techno-resistance has succeeded in federating the counterculture for a while, if it has associated the alternative associations - from the ecological warriors and the new mystics to the aging gays and the vegans - before they joined the swelling ranks of the anti-globalisation movement, it is because it has understood, in its own way, that politics is a serious business. Those who only see in the ethical-political project of sympathetic resistance to ambient utilitarianism and cynicism, a rhythmic cover of the melodies of the sixties are not completely wrong. But in distinction with the hippies of the sixties, the zippies (with the Z from zapping) of the nineties do not only want to change life. They also want to change the world. In the new movement, the idealism of the hippies and the political engagement of the punks have fused into a new political program. The new idealists know that to change the world, they have to associate and to federate. Their wager is that the ethico-political movement of the counter-culture will transform itself into a larger new social movement that will associate all people of good will and organise the associations into an international association of associates. As Marx once said in another context, the times are ripe to “make the categories dance on their own melody”. 
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