
 “Frozen Music, Unthawed:” Writing, Rhythm Science, and the Electromagnetic Imaginary
Rhythm science is not so much a new language as a new way of pronouncing the ancient syntaxes that we inherit from history and evolution, a new way of enunciating the basic primal languages that slip through the fabric of rational thought and infect our psyche at another, deeper level.

Paul D. Miller, AKA DJ Spooky that Subliminal Kid, Rhythm Science

In their collection of essays, Mapping the Beat: Popular Music and Contemporary Theory, editors Andrew Herman, Thomas Swiss, and John Sloop outline a framework for the study of popular music by way of a three-pronged production-text-audience configuration.  They emphasize that scholarship has tended to work within one of those three categories: there are works primarily concerned with institutional analysis (the examination of the production of music, its political economy, and how such institutional forces shape musical production and the practice of music itself), textual analysis (analyses of the representations, structures, and iconography found within and around particular genres of music), and ethnographic analysis (work that concentrates on “the rituals of everyday life through which popular music is interpreted and used”).  “According to this logic,” they argue, “popular musical texts can be analyzed as institutionally produced commercial commodities that function as cultural artifacts inscribed with meanings which are then consumed and interpreted by fans and audiences” (4).  Music becomes not just a textual product here, but also an artifact of collective identities within and about which writers exert authorial power.  We can, for example, write about the ways particular social values are represented in music and amplified out toward a culture that then consumes those particular values and we can do so through employing rhetorical effect designed to signal to readers what a critical engagement with such representation yields.  Thus the intersection between music, cultural studies, and rhetoric forms a very rich site for authors working with a variety of concerns—for example, the social, the political, and the aesthetic.


Such an approach, Herman, Swiss, and Sloop claim, stems from the work of Theodor Adorno and the Frankfurt school.  “The holistic critical analysis of popular music,” they point out, “as it moved through the circuits of production, textualization, and audience reception was central to understanding the politics of mass culture in modern capitalism.  Popular music was a rationalized, standardized, and pseudo-individualized artifact that produced rationalized and standardized responses of emotional sentimentality and ‘false consciousness’ in the consuming audience” (4-5).  Adorno’s ultimately monolithic (if not discouraging) view of “the culture industry” has itself undergone significant criticism and, to this effect, met quite a few excellent counterpoints by scholars concerned with the ways ritual, recontextualization, and alternate readings are not accounted for within his paradigm.  However, even such criticism depends upon a logic set in motion by Adorno’s paradigm: both Adorno and his critics rely on a production-text-audience logic in order to reveal the innerworkings of political economies embedded in a capitalist society.  On both sides of such a debate, rhetorical intervention assumes a static form—it becomes a mode of writing and rhetorical effect that rationalizes our response to music.  In this article I seek to expand these sets of concerns to include the question: what can we do with a kind of writing that writes with music rather than a writing that merely copes with music?  To imagine such a writing is necessarily to attend to a cultural and political project that seeks not necessarily to rationalize cultural artifacts, but to provide the conditions for the construction of cultural artifacts that speak beyond rationalization.  I argue that such a writing provides Rhetoric and Composition with not only a productive way with which to attend to rhetoric’s more creative features, but also, perhaps more importantly, work toward an understanding of rhetorical instrumentality that is as scientific as it is aesthetic.

Working with and away from the framework Herman, Swiss, and Sloop point towards, then, I hope to carve out a way to account for what Paul D Miller AKA DJ Spooky refers to as rhythm science: a conception of language that takes into account its instrumentality in order to cope with the cultural immersion we experience on a daily level—an immersion that is not only technological and multi-modal, but, as I will argue, also made out of the excesses of language itself (our incapacity to fully rationalize and describe the fractured way in which we experience such immersion).  For Miller, the DJ becomes a valuable identity through which to imagine the ways writers navigate the inherent difficulty of constructing sense out of the highly charged, indiscriminate, and globalized torrent of media which, for Miller, becomes “the electromagnetic canvas of a generation raised on and in electricity.”  In other words, rather than superimpose a rationalized rhetoric over cultural conditions, Miller points us toward a way to imagine writing not just from within but with those cultural conditions—conditions that, for Miller, are largely enabled by and embedded within the technologies used to compose, technologies that highlight the interanimation of, to use Barthes’ title, Image-Music-Text.  How, then, can Composition and Rhetoric work with a sense of writing at the limits of representation as Miller lets us see them?

In order to construct this alternative framework, I turn toward Adorno’s reading of music and the conditions through which, he argues, we can measure its cultural significance.  Adorno’s eventual dismissal of African American cultural production provides not only a starting point through which to build away from Adorno, but also a very important cultural site from which Miller constructs rhythm science.  Attending to the history and evolution of African American cultural production, specifically poetics and postmodernity, provides not only a way in which to account for the ways cultural, social, and political concerns regarding representation have developed into the 21st century, but how such developments inform a rhetoric concerned with expression at the edges of (institutionally) rationalized discourses.  By working through these sets of concerns we can begin to construct a way for writers to face the exclusive rationalization of their rhetorical engagements by way of finding a new method of articulation that not only speaks about, but with, the culture it produces at the same time it speaks about it.  Such an articulation would be musical insofar as it is tuned to the “collective hallucination,” to use Miller’s term, of our technologically saturated, and thus inscription-saturated, culture.

“They Write with a Sly Wink:” Adorno and the Culture Industry
It’s no exaggeration to say that Adorno did not trust the new ways he saw Western culture emerging and evolving in and after World War II.  The industrialization of culture, as he and Max Horkheimer argue in their essay “The Culture Industry,” fundamentally disfigures the relationships between people, community, and art.  By creating a mass market, capitalism’s industrialization of culture leads, according to their logic, to the devaluing of art (it becomes homogenized in an effort to reach as many people as possible—it needs to be sold) and the dehumanization of people (we become an appendage of industrial machinery and lose our capacity to engage with art in any meaningful way—it becomes something for us to buy more than reflect on/with).  “Culture” is no longer the site of collective contemplation and creative growth—rather, through the technological advances made in and after the industrial revolution, culture becomes something that is packaged, labeled and sold to a public that has lost its sense of engagement with the purpose/lessness of art: to provide an important space where the unarticulated truths of a culture can find expression.  This simply becomes impossible in a culture that produces, for example, the hit parade, which, overlooking larger (and disinterested) aesthetic goals, requires songs to be different versions of the same recognizable formula.


Adorno wrote extensively on the ways these concerns materialize for music.  In Philosophy of New Music, he ranges from topics concerning the autonomy of music—its need to be detached from any social function in order to protect it from being reappropriated and used for extreme political ends (as Adorno saw in the marriage of art and politics of the Nazi Party)—to the disfigurement of the capacity to listen from within the culture industry.  Most significantly, however, Adorno sets up not only one of the earliest sustained examinations of popular culture, but also sets the tone for how such examinations engage an analysis of that culture.  As Herman, Swiss, and Sloop point out, the externalization of “culture”—Adorno’s insistence that he can write about it from outside of it—sets the stage for a calcification that privileges the production-text-audience configuration of rhetorical intervention.  Such an understanding and use of rhetoric comes to characterize the dominant mode of inquiry.  However, essential to acknowledging the fundamental contradiction of using rationalized discourse to capture that which seems to exceed rationalization is the need to acknowledge the ways Adorno’s characterization of the cultural landscape still remains intact over half a century after his writing as well as the need to re-assess that which has evolved within “the culture industry.”  Clearly, there are significant points that Adorno provides regarding the consequences of art in an industrialized capitalist society, yet his assessment of particular sets of music within that scheme, specifically jazz, can provide an important starting place for building a rhetoric that refuses to calcify and rationalize music, but rather writes with it.


Adorno’s fear of popular music stems largely from the assembly line logic that “mass culture” (re)creates.  Such a logic connects popular music to a variety of social functions—because it is mass-produced, music is used (as opposed to reflected on) by those who consume it.  In Adorno’s scheme, people use music for mere entertainment, escapism, or imaginary ego satisfaction.  Truth in art, for Adorno, has to do more with the revelation of human needs and desires oppressed by the institutions that surround them than it does with selling copies of albums.  When the goal is to sell as many albums as possible, such revelation isn’t possible.  In a moment of nostalgia for cultural production before industrialization, Adorno writes in Philosophy of New Music:

The collusion with the listener, disguised as humanity, begins to disintegrate the technical standards that progressive composition achieved.  What held good prior to the breach—the constitution of a musical nexus by tonal means—is irretrievably lost.  The third generation does not believe in the solicitous triads that they write with a sly wink, nor are the threadbare means at their disposal themselves adequate for any music other than a vacuous one.  (9)

The formulaic quality of music that results (written with a villainous sly wink) not only fetishizes people’s relationships with music, but also flattens music to the degree that all semblance of art is washed out.  There is no truth to be revealed, no sense of need or desire spoken to.  There is only a product and a price tag.  Most importantly, however, all popular music, because it is implicated within the culture industry, is lumped together within this scheme.


Obviously, lumping jazz within such a scheme seems absurd in the early 21st century.  As Lee B Brown puts it in his essay, “Adorno’s Critique of Popular Music: The Case of Jazz Music:” “If one were to step back into the early fifties, armed only with Adorno’s account, one would expect to find bobby-soxers swooning over the music of Charlie Parker or Thelonius Monk” (20).  By lumping “popular” music (i.e., not “serious music:” Western classical) together in the fashion that he does, Adorno overlooks the features that differentiate the popular music landscape.  His emphasis on the methods of reproduction, in this regard, overlooks that which is reproduced: the fact that jazz music was recorded, packaged and sold was more important than the truth-value it sought to express.  Ironically, Adorno’s distrust for the culture industry arguably led him to overlook a genre of music skeptical of just the same mainstream and institutional logic.  And yet, Brown’s essay works along the same kind of logic, albeit a counter-logic: Adorno’s assessment of the popular music landscape, while providing important tools of analysis, doesn’t quite fully appreciate the wealth of opportunities for such analysis, namely, that popular music and “serious” music don’t need to be mutually exclusive.  By conducting a sustained examination of the same landscape as Adorno, Brown sets up a way for cultural studies to (re)examine jazz as “a serious music”—and does so by subscribing to the production-text-audience paradigm Herman, Swiss, and Sloop point out.  Jazz becomes “serious music” by finding analytical ways to absorb it into Adorno’s logic.  And that absorption is made possible by a calcified rhetoric that operates according to the rationalized way in which rhetoric can process and make recognizable features of that which such a rhetoric intervenes in—in this case jazz.  However, what happens when we imagine jazz as serious enough on its own terms that it doesn’t need Adorno’s logic to make it “serious?”


Jazz is arguably an elusive music—elusive to music critics (who try to nail it down), musicians (who try to re/create it), and especially academics (who try to rationalize and analyze it).  Of course, you can do all three of those things with jazz, however there is something inherent in that genre—call it historical, call it political, call it aesthetic—that will always elude our capacity to grasp it fully in such a way.  In short, jazz always points us toward possible alternative configurations.  Along these lines, Adorno’s understanding of the culture industry itself ignores possible alternative configurations of just such a culture.  For Adorno, late capitalism and post-war industrialization leads inevitably to the culture industry.  The culture industry is so monolithic in its machinery that there is no possibility for alternative configurations of the popular cultural landscape within such a scheme.  However, as one music that has evolved out of jazz has begun to illustrate at the start of the 21st century: not only are such reconfigurations of cultural landscape possible, they are themselves inevitable.

Landscape as Canvas: Rhythm Science

“DJ Spooky,” writes Paul D Miller in Rhythm Science, 

is a living engagement with an ultra media-saturated youth culture.  Creating this identity allowed me to spin narratives on several fronts at the same time and to produce persona as shareware.  I started DJ-ing as a conceptual art project, but as the Spooky persona took on a life of its own, I came to regard it as a social sculpture, coding a generative syntax for new languages of creativity.  “Spooky” grew from the fact that the disembodied music I loved—hip-hop, techno, ambient, futurjazz, spacedub—was itself a syntactic space reflecting the world I knew.  (13)

The machinery of the culture industry that Adorno fears becomes, for Miller, the very fabric of expression.  Rather than surrender to the machinations that, for Adorno, wash out truth in art, Miller constructs a method for sustained creativity within the digital environments that have grown out of industrialized cultural production.  Rhythm science grows out of not only the nostalgic sense of tradition as Adorno conceives of it, but also the ways in which multiple traditions collide and refract in cultural environments that, put simply, Adorno could never have seen coming.  Whereas music for Adorno must yield to a Western tradition of definitions that shape composition and reception (which are inherently at odds with the culture industry), music for Miller yields to multiplicities of traditions that inevitably interact (often in surprising ways) across “the electromagnetic canvas” of our digital environments.  For both Adorno and Miller, music will always be a social construct, however, for Miller, that social realm is compounded and shaped by the inscription technologies used within them.  That realm, Miller suggests, is not at odds with a conception of art that seeks to awaken human needs and desires oppressed by political and institutional forces by virtue of the alternative configurations possible through using that realm as a canvas across which to write.  In other words, a networked culture in which technologies of inscription ranging from print to software make possible a proliferation of cultural patterns, the creation of art from out of the flow of such proliferation can make possible a sustained examination of as well as participation in oppressed human needs and desires.  The DJ, by sampling from multiple cultural contexts, makes new ways of imagining those contexts possible, and by way of rhythm science we can begin to make sense from out of the fractured, contingent, and often contradictory ways in which those contexts engage.  Such sense, when examined within the precincts of rhetoric, I argue, provides an understanding of instrument that is as scientific as it is aesthetic.


Such a (re)configuration of the artistic act asks us to consider writing from the perspective of a musician working from out of the technological, aesthetic, social, political, and globalized conditions that shape not only the music produced, but also the conceptions of music informing such production.  In his chapter “DJ-ing is Writing/Writing is DJ-ing,” Miller admits to still being part of “Gutenberg’s Galaxy,” he’s “attracted to writing’s infectiousness, the way you pick up language from other writers and remake it as your own.”  In a cultural landscape that makes the manipulation of that very landscape possible, Miller asks us to configure a loose model for writing that takes into account the refraction of voice as it flows through networked culture.  On one hand, this is nothing new.
  On the other it asks us to acknowledge the largely multi-modal way in which print interacts with other cultural products.  It comes as no surprise that the materiality of the book Rhythm Science juxtaposes image, music, and text in ways that seem to disfigure traditional ways of reading.  Rather than multiple paragraphs accumulating according to traditional print standards (like this article), Rhythm Science is regularly disrupted by reproduced images, text blocks, and an accompanying CD that samples heavily from a globalized palette of sounds drawn from spoken word, film, and music, to name just a few.  A hole in the center of the book creates a material absence that anchors the CD to the back cover.  For Miller, this is one important way in which music materializes on the page.


Rhythm science is a music and a writing that emerges not only from the technological evolutions that proliferated in the late 20th century, but also from the cultural conditions that contributed largely to the shaping of such technology—how it is used and reappropriated in order to make space for the expression of human needs and desires oppressed by surrounding institutions.  In his chapter, “Phonography,” Miller turns toward the scientific work of Thomas Edison:

In 1877, Thomas Edison…invent[ed]…something new, the phonograph…  The phonograph, or ‘talking machine,’ or even ‘the memory machine,’ recorded the human voice onto a tinfoil roll.  The first recording was of Edison reciting ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb,’ and was the embodiment of Edison’s search for a simpler, more easily controlled method of creating music…  ‘You know music in one way,’ Edison would say to his friends with formal training, ‘and I in another—I know nothing about musical notation and have never tried to learn.  I am glad that I don’t know.  I try to form my own opinions.’ (68-9)  

As Miller points out, and as Tricia Rose writes about in Black Noise, the phonograph, while presented primarily as a recording technology (used essentially to archive “serious music”), introduces an entirely new instrument for the musician: the turntable.  By building with and away from the purposes of the phonograph (to record sound), hip-hop and DJ culture use those sounds as a catalogue of material with which to write.  Such an understanding of music emerges from a creative urge to write with the very ways in which music is manipulated—and to transform it into a method of expression that speaks from within a community and through the media used for inscription within those communities.  According to Miller, Western conceptions of music in the 21st century begin to enter into an age of circuitry that not only makes music more available, but fundamentally shifts the relationship between science and music.  The two are understood to vitally inform one another and, to this effect, help us imagine the possibilities between conceiving the (often technological) ways music and written word intersect.  As Miller puts it: “the mesh of sound, symbol and sentiment that electronic music represents is another way of speaking, another fusion of arte, technê and logos—a melding of the Greek words for art, craft, and word.  Rhythm science imposes order upon skill and the ability to deploy them both in electro-modernity’s sociographic space” (72). 


By acknowledging the largely technological ways in which music and science interact, Miller begins to address not only the materiality of music, but also the ways in which scientific knowledge is recruited in order to develop new conceptions of music and vice versa.  In “Getting’ Our Groove On:” Rhetoric, Language, and Literacy for the Hip-Hop Generation, Kermit E. Campbell also addresses the ways in which African American vernacular materializes in hip-hop and can be recruited in order to enable a vision of African American rhetoric that uses the vernacular forms of hip-hop.
  “Orality and the belief in the power of the rap,” he argues, “have…created the black vernacular style of speech, a distinctively Afrocentric style of English verbal performance exhibited in various types of rap, from signifying to toasting to testifying” (39).  The musical quality of orality, for Campbell, points out the largely integrated ways in which verbal performance depends as much upon play (bell hooks’ “dance toward the infinite”) as it does prescription within African American rhetorical theory.  On its most basic level, Miller’s conception of music, then, alerts us to the ways in which sound, image, and text interact playfully in order to mutually shape one another—and on another, it asks us to (re)configure our notions of how music works across a cultural landscape.  Music is no longer something rooted exclusively in the ontology of (oral) physical presence, rather it proliferates across networks that are as visual as they are oral and that inevitably alter and redistribute music’s sonic materiality in such a way as to not only challenge our conceptions of composition, but to signal the ways in which such circuitry brings multiple traditions into contact with one another.  Rhythm science, through its development out of and away from the inscription technologies wrought by Western notions of science and technology, turns our globalized “sociographic space” into the very material used to compose.  The consequences of rhythm science, then, urge us to consider the complicated interactions that emerge when writers (citizens of “Gutenberg’s Galaxy”) write from within a culture where such multi-modalities and varieties of traditions come into contact.  “Today,” Miller writes, “rhythm scientists operate under a recombinant aesthetic with roots that were planted over a century and a half ago.  What differentiates today from yesterday is the scale and scope of the paradigm” (72).

Black Noise: Rhythm Science and Cultural Production 

Rhythm Science grows from the technological and social histories that hip-hop has contributed and continues to contribute to American (and European) music as it interacts with other music on a global scale.  Drawing from a range of African music that, as Tricia Rose illustrates in Black Noise, Western musicologists and theorists have had a hard time understanding and have thus mis-read or disregarded entirely (as Adorno does with jazz), hip-hop has been perhaps the American music at the forefront of technological development.
  “Many of its musical practitioners,” Rose writes 

Were trained to repair and maintain new technologies for the privileged but have instead used these technologies as primary tools for alternative cultural expression.  This technology has not been straightforwardly adopted; it has been significantly revised in ways that are in keeping with long-standing black cultural priorities, particularly regarding approaches to sound organization.  (63)  

Those black cultural priorities regarding approaches to sound organization highlight the ways in which black American music—jazz, blues, and gospel primarily—materialize in forms such as hooks, breaks, cuts, call and response, and repetition.  Rose writes:

Unlike the complexities of Western classical music, which is primarily represented in its melodic and harmonic structures, the complexity of rap music, like many Afrodiasporic musics, is in the rhythmic and percussive density and organization.  ‘Harmony’ versus ‘rhythm’ is an oft-sited reduction of the primary distinctions between Western classical and African and African-derived musics.  (65)

These distinctions are not merely stylistic differences; as Rose points out, they are “aural manifestations of philosophical approaches to social environments.”  As a result, the contribution of African American cultural production to American music in general has been exceptionally influential.  “The outstanding technical feature,” Rose writes, “of the Western classical music tradition is tonal functional harmony.  Tonal functional harmony is based on clear, definite pitches and logical relationships between them”—and generates a perception of music largely intolerant to sounds not susceptible to such control.  One “outstanding technical feature” of hip-hop—when imagined in its post-industrial urban history and context—is that “the instrument is not simply an object or vehicle for displaying one’s talents, it is a ‘colleague in the creation.’”


 Such differing perspectives between music intersect across what Miller describes as “the flow” of a culture’s continual engagement with re-contextualizations that inevitably occur once available technologies make cross-cultural exchange possible.  “Whether its drum machines in the Bronx,” he writes, “or aboriginals playing didgeridoo in the Australian desert, what holds them together is the machinery of culture as an organizing system” (16).  That machinery, as Rose and Miller illustrate, inevitably brings differing “aural manifestations of philosophical approaches to social environments” together for better or for worse.  Rose situates rap (and hip-hop’s) sociological history by way of a sustained examination not only of the ideological political perspective of the music (Chuck D’s “CNN for Black America”), but also by paying particular attention to ways rap and hip-hop emerge from African diasporic musics.
  The particular relationship between artist and instrument, Rose illustrates, is a primary distinction between the technical features of Western classical and African diasporic musics.  For Miller, such a distinction can be understood according to hip-hop’s contribution to our understanding of how music “lives” in “the information age:” 

what happens when [our] memories filter through the machines we use to process culture and become software—a constantly updated, always turbulent terrain more powerful than the machine through which it runs?  Memory, damnation, and repetition: That was then, this is now.  We have machines to repeat history for us.  And the software that runs the machines is the text that flows through the conduits like a flaneur of the unconscious.  (12)

The technology through which music circulates (recording technologies, remixing software, peer to peer file sharing, web uploading, etc.) becomes a vital player not only in musical production, but in our very conception of music itself.  By turning toward Black priorities in African American cultural production, Miller and Rose ask us to consider one invaluable contribution African American cultural production has made to contemporary American conceptions of music: how does the invisible machinery of the music that surrounds us contribute to the culture it re/produces?  Miller shapes his contribution drawing from an architectural metaphor: if architecture is frozen music, then rhythm science, according to Miller, is “frozen music, unthawed.”  What does it mean to “unfreeze” architecture?  What do we begin to yield in terms of the ways writers negotiate a torrent of globalized media whose “architecture” is largely fluid?  What happens when music (writing?) melts?

Frozen Writing, Unthawed: Rhythm Science and Rhetoric

If Adorno’s machinations of “the culture industry” work largely to situate a “rationalized” response to music, Miller and Rose point out not only the ways in which African American cultural production is marginalized within that scheme, but that cultural production itself can be re-imagined as reappropriation and redistribution.  As Miller illustrates via DJ culture’s capacity to re-contextualize and revise the technologies wrought by Western notions of science, hip-hop provides a way to imagine how music can reconfigure not only the ways in which community is imagined (a series of possible configurations, among other things), but also the ways in which music (re)connects communities through a marriage of music and technology that makes the continual (re)vision of cultural production possible.  As Miller puts it: “any shift in the traffic of information can create not only new thoughts, but new ways of thinking” (86).  For Adorno, the trafficking of culture was part of the assembly line logic—there were no shifts in the traffic of information.  For Miller, the trafficking of culture is a process of networked associations: “the turntable’s needle in DJ culture acts as a kind of mediator between self and the fictions of the external world.  With the needle the DJ weaves the sounds together” (37).


So what happens when we liquefy the machinations of Adorno’s culture industry?  Where Brown seeks to find a place for jazz within Adorno’s cultural paradigm, Miller works toward pointing us to ways of re-imagining that paradigm.  Rather than rationalize a response to music’s cultural significance, Miller turns the tables: music is not merely a product within an industry that seeks to mass produce that product, instead it is the active recruitment of mass productions in order to fashion music that speaks out of and about that very culture.  “Today, Miller reminds us, “the voice you speak with may not be your own” (71).  What was, for Adorno, the industrialization of culture, becomes for Miller, the enculturation of industry.


Such enculturation is hardly a simple process.  Drawing from W.E.B. DuBois’ “double consciousness,” Miller uses Charles Mingus’ “triple consciousness” in order to introduce what he calls “multiplex consciousness:”

One hundred years ago, in his searing work, The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. DuBois contributed the concept of “double consciousness” to the American dialogue.  ‘Born with a veil, and gifted with a second sight in the American world,’ DuBois wrote of the African American condition, we are faced with ‘a world which yields…no true self consciousness, but only lets [us] see [ourselves] through the revelation of the other world.  It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at oneself through the eyes of others…one ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.’  Jazz great Charles Mingus moved beyond DuBois’s dualities at the beginning of his autobiography, Beneath the Underdog, to form a triple consciousness: ‘In other words, I am three.  One man stands forever in the middle, unconcerned, unmoved, watching, waiting to be allowed to express what he sees to the other two.’  Mingus shows us a third path and, in a sense, continues the dialogue around how much people need ‘franchise identity’ to modulate their perceptions of themselves.  Where DuBois saw duality and Mingus imagined a trinity, I would say that the twenty-first century self is so fully immersed in and defined by the data that surrounds it, we are entering an era of multiplex consciousness.  (61)

Miller constructs a way for “the twenty-first century self” to imagine identity across its technology.  “Scratch the surface level homogeneity,” he argues, “and America’s deep ethnic schizophrenia is going to surface.  No one can escape an identity clash if they bounce off the ‘received culture’ of commercialized information, not even WASPS.  Identity is about creating an environment where you can make the world act as your own reflection” (61).  The very idea of identity as a social cipher, Miller argues, emerges from “the slave experience of cultural erasure” and in an era in which the continual flow of cultural patterns simultaneously frustrates and generates expectations regarding who we are and who we should be, rhythm science is uniquely suited to provide an/other way to engage (with) representation: “The DJ spreads a mimetic contagion, a thought storm brought about by annoyance and frustration with almost all the conventional forms of race, culture, and class hierarchies.  Hip-hop is a vehicle for that and so are almost all forms of electronic music.  At their best, these genres are about the morphology of structure—how forms and feelings transmute from one medium to another” (65).  The uncanny torrent of representations, in other words, creates a frustration with representation itself.  Miller writes with the “current” of the uncanny in order to fashion a way to (re)imagine cultural production from within such frustrations.  “It’s that simple,” he says, “and it’s that complex” (64).


Rather than calcify hip-hop in order to serve Adorno’s production-text-audience paradigm, Miller liquefies it into a morphology that sheds light on the ways in which technology provides new routes and circuitry through which to compose.  In The Signifying Monkey and the Language of Signifyin(g), Henry Louis Gates Jr. refers to such pastiche as a form of troping: 

the theory of signifyin(g) is arrived at by explicating black cultural forms.  Signifyin(g) in jazz performances and in the play of black language games is a mode of formal revision, it depends for its effects on troping, it is often characterized by pastiche, and most crucially, it turns on repetition of formal structures and their differences.  (42)

Signifyin(g)’s endless pay with signifiers—as opposed to some supposedly transcendent signified—wreaks havoc on such a representational mode of language.  And, as Gates works through in The Signifyin(g) Monkey, signifyin(g) also requires a play with language rather than an (architectural) imprisonment within it.  For Miller, through more than a play on words, the invention of the phono/graph becomes the invention of a sound/writing.  Sound/writing points toward a writing that faces the uncanny so as not to say “we submit to your representations,” but rather articulates a new syntax continually manipulating those representations in order to include that which they leave out.  The frozen architecture of cultural machinations solidified in “the culture industry” unthaw in order to provide a way to imagine writing that refuses to rationalize response to music.  Music, in other words, becomes a way to reconfigure new ways to imagine those cultural machinations—and an/other way to imagine how writing grapples with the uncanny.


 When Miller says “today the voice you speak with may not be your own,” he may well be talking about Rhetoric and Composition.  Scholarship ranging from the social construction of texts to the Heideggarian notion of dwelling in language has informed composition scholarship seeking to find ways of situating an understanding of writing that values communities of writers as well as the kinds of meaning afforded and generated within those communities.  In DJ culture, the reproduced voices of others are materially recontextualized in order to construct new meaning.  For example, at a conference on Human Rights in 2006, Miller remixed one of President Bush’s State of the Union addresses and presented a new speech in which Bush literally articulates a tyrannical American politics intent on spreading fear and evil around the world.  DJ culture offers human rights, according to Miller, an aesthetic awareness of the several perspectives that exist simultaneously and, in a culture in which information-flow courses continuously around its people, provides avenues for multiple possible configurations of what it means to live in such a culture.  One of the important ways in which Rhetoric and Composition can begin to imagine how such multiplex consciousness informs what it means to write, I argue, is the way in which DJ culture provides a beginning for imagining what it means to compose in the face of the 21st century’s uncanny torrent of media and information. 


Such an architecture is of a different breed than Adorno’s.  (Vitanza calls it an anarchitecture; Gates calls it Signifyin(g)).  Attunement to the ways in which the indeterminate is grappled with in writing signals to us the ways in which rhetorical construction works through a complex constellation of effects that necessarily leaves out that which eludes representation—for example, the experience (at once bodily as well as cerebral) of navigating a globalized culture that consistently streams fragments of cultural patterns throughout our lives (whether through television, radio, internet, podcasts, downloads, billboards, etc.).  Rhythm science—as one musician’s response to how music survives in such conditions—intersects with rhetoric insofar as it acknowledges the largely multi-modal ways in which text engages with a variety of other media, but also, perhaps more importantly, insofar as it provides a way to imagine the aesthetic construction of music within such a cultural landscape.  Rhythm science’s attention to the fragmentation of the uncanny—and the optimistic act of generating art out of such fragments—depends upon an aesthetic of re-representation.  

Or, to put it another way, Miller argues that the DJ method becomes “actionary rather than re-actionary” by virtue of its use of representation to speak through the limits of those representations (President Bush, instead of speaking on American progress abroad, speaks about American tyranny).  The DJ’s sonic syntax of seamed-together sounds speaks not only to postmodern anxieties regarding the fragmented self, but also the act of fashioning sense from within those specific sets of anxieties—an act that refuses to play necessarily according to the logic of representation “as we inherit [it] from history and evolution” (one that asks us to play Adorno’s game), but rather twists that logic in order to provide a new way to imagine syntax (both musical and textual) itself: as an honest acknowledgement of what representation necessarily leaves out and the honest attempt to create ethically with/in such limits.  By using representation as the material with which to write, Miller points us to the DJ’s willingness to “jump into the sweep and say yes.”  Such a conception of music is impossible without acknowledging that technology is a “colleague in creation.”  Miller’s insistence that technology be taken seriously within the act of composition, we can see, signals one important way in which to imagine the act of writing: as necessarily fragmented and configured in such a way as to point toward possible alternative configurations.  The act of writing, here, is the fusion of such fragments and the constant acknowledgement of the creative act involved in imagining the sets of possible alternative configurations.  

� See also Mikhail Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination.


� See also Houston Baker.


� In his book, Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip Hop Generation, Jeff Chang positions one of the vital origins of hip hop in DL Kool Herc’s childhood tendency to take apart his parent’s stereo equipment in order to figure out how such electronics worked.  Kool Herc’s playful reconfigurations of electronic mediums produced new sounds, which contributed largely to ways of listening, setting into motion concerns regarding mixing, cutting, scratching, and sampling as they emerge in hip hop. 


� At the beginning of her chapter “Soul Sonic Forces: Technology, Orality, and Black Cultural Practice in Rap Music,” Rose tells a quick story: while describing her book (which she was writing at the time) to a colleague in NYU’s music department, her colleague, excited by the project, introduced her to the chair of the department: “At the end of [her colleague’s] summary, the department head rose from his seat and announced casually, ‘Well, you must be writing on rap’s social impact and political lyrics, because there is nothing to the music’” (62).  Quite the contrary, Rose’s book serves an important part of the ongoing critical discourse surrounding musicological concerns: the limits of musicological discourse that not only focuses on the Western tradition (like Atalli’s Noise), but also overlooks the sociological currents informing musical practice and discourse.
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