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ABSTRACT

SONGTEXTS/CONTEXTS:
RHETORIC AND IDEOLOGY IN THE
DISCURSIVE PRACTICES OF ROCK MUSIC

By

Larry R. Juchartz

While rock music has become an established form of text for use in many
higher-education classrooms, the contexts behind the musical texts (songtexts)
offer more insight into rock’s varied discursive practices than does a mere
examination of the lyrical messages and their delivery within certain social
spheres. Beyond its musicality and lyricism, contemporary rock has become a
discourse community in its own right, presiding over the identity formations of
numerous diverse groups who use rock as their central point of connection.

By applying critical lenses and scholarship from the fields of both cultural
studies and rhetoric, this dissertation explores a number of discursive genres—
theatrical rock, heavy metal, grunge, hip-hop and others—and illustrates some
of the contexts grounded in the corresponding social and historical settings for
each genre. It further provides a critical analysis of concrete manifestations of
rock’s rhetorics and ideologies, including the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame where
rock’s “official” history is not only kept, but also created. Written from a
pedagogical standpoint, the dissertation ultimately focuses on classroom
applications of rock discourses and the challenges faced by teachers engaged
with—and engaging students with—those discourses.
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INTRODUCTION:
Once, There Was—Now There Is

Closing time—
Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.

- Semisonic

The parents forced the boy to take a nap, even though he felt much too old for
napping; they promised a “special treat” later in the evening. So he feigned sleep long
enough to earn the prize: a stay-up with the folks to watch something called the Ed
Sullivan Show. The night’s “treat,” it turned out, was Mr. Sullivan’s introduction of a
strange-looking group of British musicians who called themselves The Beatles.

Is this how it begins?

Although his parents were obviously huge fans, the boy was uninspired by the
group. (Later, re-remembering, he wonders if the disinterest and dislike existed mainly
because his parents were such big fans—but so soon rebellion?) His negative response to
these Fab Four lads from Liverpool stayed consistent, even after the band completely
alienated his parents by its drug use, increasingly scruffy appearance, and gradual turn
toward both Eastern mysticism and “psychedelic” music. Other kids in school,
especially girls, toted the White Album around with their portable record players. With
some remorse, he declined their invitations to come and listen. The potential sixth-grade

romance wasn’t worth the ordeal of such awful music.
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So maybe it begins here:

Meanwhile, other things were happening. War things. Protest things. Anti-
authority things. Long hair, low-slung jeans, love beads. Drugs; overdoses. Riots. One
night a police car rode through his suburban Detroit neighborhood at seven o’clock, its
PA horn cautioning everyone to go inside, close the curtains, lock the doors: The suburb
rolled up its sidewalks; just ten miles and two drawbridges to the north, the National
Guard rolled its tanks down the main streets of Motown, home of Marvin Gaye (who
asked, on Top-40 radio: What's goin’ on?), and the Temptations (who answered, on
Top-40 radio: Ball of Confusion.) Some kind of dialog was happening out there,
broadcast to the boy’s nascent political awareness by a tin-sounding AM transistor radio
which he and his friend James took to a park at river’s edge every chance they got during
summer vacation. They sat, watched freighters pass, and listened to music.

On rainy days, they visited one or all of the three “head shops” that had come to
town. Neon posters, black lights, incense. Bead curtains and American flags instead of
doors. And music: Loud, clear, non-transistorized, stereophonic Acavy music, with bass.
Santana. Led Zeppelin. The Stones. Uriah Heep. And then, one day, Iggy and The
Stooges. “Now | Wanna Be Your Dog,” Iggy Pop sang from the gloriously loud and clear
speakers. The allowance money of a lifetime came out of its glass piggy bank that night,
went into the hands of the head shop owner the next morning. “They’re all on drugs,” the
boy’s mother announced as soon as he showed her the album cover. “Take it back. I

don’t approve.” Which, of course, didn’t matter at all.
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Or maybe it starts this way:

Encouraged to listen to lighter fare like Johnny Cash and Glen Campbell, who
were approved by his parents, the boy slipped further into darkness. Record stores were
heaven. The Stones came out with their LP Sticky Iingers, with its Warhol-designed real
zipper at the crotch of a photographed pair of jeans. The sexuality of the cover alone was
strong; combined with songs like “Bitch™ and “Brown Sugar” playing overhead it became
almost overwhelming—in an extremely confusing way. He was not yet twelve. He
didn’t know this world. It was the world of older kids, high school kids. It scared the
hell out of him. And at the same time, it intoxicated him.

He began to live at James’s house, because James had a brother. Seventeen.
Nearly expelled from high school for refusing to cut his hair. Wore a T-shirt sometimes
that said “fuck amerika.” vHad a poster that asked, “What if they gave a war, and no one
came?” Announced often that he’d move to Canada if the draft board came calling after
graduation. Went to a rock festival where the Stooges played. And was, in the boy’s
eyes, a god because of it all. Even more so when he loaned 7he Who Live at Leeds and
Grand Funk Live to the boy for “as long as you want,” and finally achieved Godhood
Unlimited when he invited the boy to a neighborhood yard concert.

It didn’t matter that the audience was only about forty people, or that the police
came to stop the “concert” after only a few songs. There was enough time to see acrual
teenaged boys playing actual electric guitars through actual amplifiers, singing into actual
microphones, and actually disturbing the hell out of neighbors for blocks around. The
band played the Stones’ “Brown Sugar” Creedence Clearwater’s “Fortunate Son,” Led
Zeppelin’s “Immigrant Song.” The police arrived during “Helter Skelter” and cut it short,

but no problem; it was a Beatles song.




Or maybe this is how it begins:

The boy, ecstatic and awed, went home. Now almost fourteen, he’d decided on
his next major purchase. The guitar was a Les Paul knockoff, sunburst paint job, dual
chrome pickups, chrome whammy bar; the amplifier, basic black, kicked out all of eight
watts. The whole package was department-store grade, Sears & Roebuck, but man, did
that distortion and feedback sound good.

A slight problem: Having faked his way through several years worth of piano
lessons by simply imitating what the teacher did, he couldn’t read a lick of music. Worse
yet, he found that he couldn’t force his fingers into the contortions required for traditional
guitar chords. But after fooling around long enough, he discovered the magic of open
tuning, setting the instrument strings to one major chord so that a single finger across the
frets created the same chord in a higher note. (There are limitations to such a system, but
it’d be many years before he encountered them.) Open-tuned chords let him hammer
away to Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Humble Pie, and every other group using raw power as
its basic musical foundation. Trying to be courteous, he did his chord-hammering in the
basement; his parents yelled to turn off the noise. Restricted to playing when they
weren’t home, he hammered in his room; neighbors came from as far as five houses away
to knock on the window and yell to turn off the noise. And so he did the only logical
thing one can do under such hostile circumstances.

He bought a bigger amp. And with it, moved his music into a garage across town.
His network of friends having grown quite a bit since his enlistment into counterculture,
he teamed up with Tim (lead guitar), Ronny (drums), Joe (keyboards), and a series of

bass players at the home of an overweight, unpopular boy named Chuck who contributed
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his dad’s garage, a home-made mixing board, and some makeshift lighting made of coffee
cans, colored cellophane, and a frightening jumble of wires and circuits.

Ten minutes into the first jam session, the police arrived to shut it down. Music
took a back seat to carpentry for a week as the boys collected egg cartons from local
grocery stores, nailed them to every board inside the garage, then covered them with foam
panels. Finally, they plugged in their instruments once again and played, not realizing
that the garage door, made of steel and incapable of being soundproofed, worked as a giant
transmitter to the neighbors. Again the police arrived, this time with citation booklets out
and ready to write up the band for disorderly conduct. Finally, one of the more
compassionate officers suggested a wall of foam in front of the metal door as a sound
barrier.

Chuck’s dad wasn’t happy about parking on the street, but he was a cool guy, and
he understood. Out stayed the car, in went foam cushions from dozens of junkyard
couches and chairs. Although the band fully expected sirens to override guitars during the
third session inside this now sweltering and stifling but fully soundproofed practice
space, the police stayed away. At last, the boy and his friends could rock freely.

Very quickly, other kids came to listen and hang out. Then, magically, girls came
to do the same. Girls from neighboring suburbs, girls in grades two and even three levels
beyond the boys’. Girls who quickly started to “go with” someone in the band, then
eventually broke up: the lead guitarist, then the rhythm guitarist, then the bass player.
But never with Chuck, who only worked the lights and mixing boards.

A lot of teenagers populated the garage every night. Sometimes, when the number
was particularly high, the police came because the neighbors got scared. But most times it

was just powerful, incredible fun, courtesy of bands like Foghat, the James Gang, T. Rex,
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and Deep Purple, who provided the songs and the lyrics that worked as a talisman to
bond the group into a tight, unbreakable circle.

Then one night the band and its circle headed off to a nearby burger joint for
dinner. Dozens of happy teenagers returned to the garage for a night of music. But the
door was open; the instruments were gone. Every piece of equipment, even the
cellophaned coffee-can lights. All that remained were foam panels and egg cartons to
amplify the silence. For the first time, the police arrived at the band’s request. “We’ll
take a report,” they said. “But realistically, you’ll probably never see those instruments
again.” The circle broke up, went home, began the search for another place to hang out,
another band to attach itself to. The band itself sat in the empty garage for a long time.
“Screw it,” the boy finally said. “We weren’t really all that good anyway.”

The band’s lead guitarist became a table-soccer star at the local arcade before
quitting school for a job at the steel mill. The drummer sold his spare drum kit for a rusty
but reliable motorcycle. And Chuck went on to become the concert lighting director for a

number of internationally-famous rock groups, culminating with Pink Floyd.

Or perhaps this is the real beginning:

Cars. First an embarrassing hand-me-down from his parents, then, after he took
weekend work washing tanker trucks at an oil refinery, a 1966 Mustang. Gigantic tires in
the back; the sound of gigantic power from the tricked-out engine up front. Machines
like this one tended to get lots of attention, and soon he and the car were surrounded by
others like him, others like it. Cultures blended easily: Ford, GM, Chrysler existed
peacefully side by side, differing only in the size of their engines, the style of their

custom chrome wheels. They were all lifted to the breaking point in order to fit the back
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tires. For the drivers, difference was harder to spot. All had long hair, cut-off shirts,
ragged jeans; all preferred rock ’n roll at maximum volume. One day they decided to form
an organized group, calling themselves Street Freaks. They even got T-shirts made with
the name and a ready-made logo on the front (a sneering mouth with a heavy mustache,
chosen only because it was the least silly of the in-stock, and thus cheap, available
choices). The group’s sole purpose: to cruise, with radios—and exhaust systems—
turned all the way up. The activity turned a lot of heads at county parks, but it also got
the attention of police officers during the trips to and from those parks. Citations for
excessive noise mounted up; more expensive tickets for drag racing on city streets did,
too. Which may be the reason that the group disbanded after only a couple of months.
But even as a solo act, the boy could think of nothing more self-defining and empowering
than the feeling of that Mustang growling down a deserted street late at night, pawing at
the concrete and wanting to scream ahead now, while Deep Purple filled the night with its
song “Highway Star” and Roger Glover’s incessant bassline seemed to push, unaided, on
the accelerator pedal. Without the music, it would have been just a late-night drive. With

it, that drive was an event.

Qr perhaps, ultimately, it begins here:

The fast cars gave way to practicality, and the band went away, but the music
remained constant. The radio played always as Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out” gave way
to Rush’s “Working Man,” but work collapsed with the auto-and-steel economy a few
years after high school ended, so the boy, now married, went to college. He intended to
go into the sciences, but then calculus came along to suggest a serious reconsideration. In

the middle of a What-Now phase, he enrolled in an English Composition course and was
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told to write something called a “definition essay™ about an abstract word. So he wrote a
paper citing dozens of rock songs with /ove in their titles. Then, told to examine the
character of Nora in Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House, he framed his central argument within the
lyrics to Lynyrd Skynyrd’s guitar opus, “Free Bird.” There was a little trouble with
comma splices, but the professor overlooked them enough to suggest that he make English
his calling.

At home, fatherhood attached itself to work and school with the arrival of a
daughter. He took some personal time from the job to be with the child for her first
month. The two of them listened to old Stooges and new R E.M. records together while
he held her formula bottle in one hand and his college textbooks in the other. As her
language progressed over time, the girl developed a list of favorite songs, which he put
onto tape for her. She had a fondness for George Thorogood and the Destroyers, but also
an affinity for the 1950s-era rock on the Stand By Me soundtrack. He admired and
encouraged her varied tastes.

He’d earned two degrees by the time graduate school ate his marriage. He drove
around for weeks listening to Metallica’s “Fade to Black,” then Queensryche’s “Silent
Lucidity,” then “Hurt” by Nine Inch Nails. All were terribly sad and depressing songs;
each gave him greater resolve to push forward toward one more round of schooling at the
same time that he began a full-time teaching job. The job gave him confidence in his
teaching; the schooling gave him the tools to see beyond lyrics, to avoid simple nostalgia,
to beware of idealized constructions of the music that had surrounded him since that day
long ago when he’d been forced to nap just to see a band that his parents, for some

reason, admired.



He took these tools into the classroom, where he engaged students in lengthy
discussions of the endless topics in rock music. When he’d mention a paper he had in
progress, students sometimes asked to read—and critique—his work, often going on to
offer extensive suggestions for further reading, listening, and MTV-viewing in their margin
comments to him. A young man whose clothes reeked of marijuana every morning
brought him collections of European death metal to instruct the teacher in the sounds of
“real” heavy metal music; in return he loaned the young man the latest recordings of
Johnny Cash, who had done slightly countrified covers of songs by Soundgarden, Danzig,
Beck, and Tom Petty and earned the respect of a whole new generation of grunge-rockers
as a result.

As had happened in the Top-40 Motown songs that played during the riots long
ago, another form of dialog was taking shape through music, but this time the boy—now
the Teacher—was an active participant in it, rather than an interested observer ofit. Yet
in another way, the converse was true as well: Once upon a time, as a performer in a
garage, he had talked—forged a discourse—through his guitar, and others had listened.
Now, as a performer in the classroom, he’d leamned to reverse that process, to listen as
others reshaped, refreshed, and ultimately reclaimed that same discourse as their own.
The students thought he was teaching them; he knew that he, too, was being taught.

This dialectic—more specifically the discourse surrounding it, vast and far-
reaching, shot through with a vital and richly-textured rhetoricity, is the focus of my work
here. But the music is the magic that made it possible in the first place. It’s been a long
and winding road on the way from all of the other beginnings to this one, but for every
turn, there’s been a songtext. Beethoven and Mozart, Hank Williams, Jr. and Lacy J.

Dalton, James Taylor and Indigo Girls, John Lee Hooker and Lightnin’ Hopkins, Enya
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and The Orb, Sam Cooke and Smokey Robinson, Megadeth and The Cult, Ice-T and
Public Enemy, Slade and the New York Dolls: All of these have been my teachers, just as
surely as all of the professors who ever allowed me to bring rock into tAeir classrooms.
My hope now is that I may give back to them as much as they have given me.

To begin that process requires putting on a number of the hats described by
Stephen North in his groundbreaking 7he Making of Knowledge in Composition—1 must
work simultaneously as Historian, Philosopher, Critic, Ethnographer, and Practitioner—
much as a student engaged in the production, consumption, and ultimate analysis of rock
discourses will likewise operate concurrently in multiple spheres of critical practice. But
why choose rock as the subject of serious analysis? Surely this is a question, a
complaint, an objection to be raised by traditionalists, but while the objection is easily
anticipated, its refutation requires a bit of patience and willingness to traverse into fresh
sites of inquiry where value and commonality with tradition will reveal themselves only
slowly. When I began this project, industrnial/hardcore musician Marilyn Manson had
become the national press's favored whipping boy for his alleged role in motivating the
winter 1999 slaughter at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, and members of
Congress spoke of publicly "shaming" Manson's record company into withdrawing his
music from the market. This despite the fact that there had been no concrete evidence
that the two teenaged Colorado assassins had any particular affinity for Manson's music
at all. What could be verified was their fondness for the German industrial group,
Rammstein—and for a variety of other things German—but the Amencan public had little
familiarity with this group, much more with Manson. The story goes where the public

knows, and the only things lost in that process are accuracy and relevance.
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To put my argument into the simplest of terms: While an awareness of post-
structural semiotic slippage prevents me from claiming that any capital-T truths are to be
found in rock, there are nonetheless relevant discoveries to be made about it, discoveries
that illuminate and reflect the conflicts and contradictions of everyday life within the
larger culture. While rock has steadily pushed its way toward serious scholarship in the
last decade under the meticulous guidance of cultural theonsts like Lawrence Grossberg,
Andrew Ross, and especially Simon Frith, conservative defenders of the faith like George
Will, Rush Limbaugh, and others, themselves fully immersed in popular culture and
deified by the faithful as pop icons, have been there to sound the alarm bells whenever
studies of pop-cult artifacts make the transition from scholarship to news—and to reduce
the scholarship to rubble through a scorched-earth campaign of mockery. Michael Bérubé
has recently acknowledged that other criticisms of using popular culture materials in the
classroom—criticisms more intellectually and ethically grounded than those of media
squawkers like Will and Limbaugh—are on their faces “reasonable” at times, but he notes
that those criticisms tend to break down along two lines. In the first charge, based
squarely in the High Art tradition, popular culture “is unworthy of serious study, lacking
the textual and cultural density that defines the masterworks of the arts and humanities”
(B4); in the second, pop cult is something students already, through a lifelong exposure
to it, know much too well, so why teach it? Bérub¢ argues that the latter argument
“overlooks the vast difference between being immersed in the stuff and looking at it
critically,” while neither line of criticism “take[s] into account how complex and

contradictory contemporary culture really is” (BS). But isn’t this the typical pattern for
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High Art preservationists? By flatly ignoring possibilities for value, any value becomes
impossible. The Sharif (to paraphrase the old Clash tune) don’t like rock in the Casbah,
so the only way through the defensive razor wire is to get jiggy with it, emulate the
Beastie Boys, and fight for the right to party.

While I have no intention here to provide a “How to Teach Rock™ for other
classroom practitioners, I do hope that other educators will glean from this study the
ingredients for creating their own pedagogical methods when using rock in the classroom,
and especially for avoiding the easy trap of merely substituting one form of practice for
another (e.g., trading model essays for model lyric sheets). Trying to determine exactly
where my work fits beyond this is a bit of a problem, since the same lack of a knowable
“beginning,” in Derrida’s terms, which overwrites my travels back through time to
identify where the work itself may have come from also keeps me from naming a precise
originary narrative or, if you will, a primary knowledge tree upon which to graft my
contributory branch. Nevertheless, if there is a particular niche being filled by this work,
it may be that I have tried, from the fragmented history informing my own lessons learned
and costs extracted from a lifetime of immersion in rock, to focus exclusively on rock’s
potential pedagogical applications, while those many other works about rock and music
which have already been published, and which have greatly informed my own work, have
not focused on the specific teachable aspects of rock discourse which [ address here. Nor
has there been a lengthy analysis thus far, from a purely pedagogical standpoint, of the
intersections of rhetoric and ideology that exist within rock discourse or a prominent
illustration from the same standpoint of the existence and application of rhetorical

concepts in the discursive practices of rock culture.
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Toward these ends, following a comprehensive overview of the theory informing
my study, the chapter entitled “The Controlling Metaphor of ‘ Authenticity’ in Rock
Discourse” continues a discussion of the authenticity trope which I begin in the overview,
tracing the notion of “authentic” experience to a Romantic notion of the self and
illustrating the contradictions present in rock’s attempts to construct authenticity within
a collective ideology. These contradictions are illustrated by cases involving Milli Vanilli
and the Sex Pistols, Pat Boone, Marilyn Manson, and Kurt Cobain, among others, with
those cases illustrating the ways in which the rhetorical and ideological systems behind
rock discourse have created—and continue to preserve—a tightly-codified discursive
practice demanding both change and stasis, both intermusicality and confined genre, both
poverty and wealth, both deep roots and a magical self-genesis. That such impossible
expectations and desires are somehow rendered as both possible and natural is testament
to the hyperactivity of the hegemonic systems controlling such a contradictory narrative.

In regard to musical genres and the fixed boundaries those genres will often
inherently create, “History at the Impending Merger Between Rock and Rap” examines
the ongoing negotiations between a relatively new and particularly racialized form of
contemporary musical discourse and the older, more tightly defined form that has reached
out to rap for revitalization through “street cred” (and again, a renewed authenticity) in
exchange for commercial assistance. These negotiations reveal the continued tensions of
racial difference while at the same time suggesting a tentative hope for easing those
tensions as the two rock forms cross each other’s borders toward a cautious discursive
co-existence. This focus on difference gives way, in turn, to a chapter titled “Making
Sense at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame,” where I provide a rhetorical analysis, primarily

Foucaldian, of rock’s largest physical artifact, the I. M. Pei-designed riverfront shrine in
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Cleveland which, as a literally concrete manifestation of rock’s official history, reveals in
tangible forms the ways in which race, class, and gender politics appear everywhere in
rock’s ongoing attempt to discipline itself into a coherent grand narrative. Similarly, in
“The Politics of Power: Case Studies on Metallica and Rage Against the Machine,” | take
discussion of the political in rock to a further level by examining the perceived rise and fall
of Metallica, one of heavy metal’s longest-lived acts, within a continued focus on
hegemony and attempts to resist its desires. Such a motivation—to resist existing power
structures and narratives—constitutes the whole existence of another group, Rage Against
the Machine, which allows for a discussion of what I’ve termed a “rhetoric of rage”
(double entendre intended) when a politically-focused rock performer (and, as I argue,
educator) succeeds at working against hegemonic norms from a vantage point fully within
another such norm. The key difference, as I attempt to show by putting Metallica and
Rage Against the Machine side by side, may lie in the focus of one’s protest.

Finally, since theory is the guiding tool for making sense of not only research
methods but also classroom practice, my concluding chapter titled “Radicalism,
Resistance, and Reading in the Classroom Arena” ends this study with an extended
discussion of the pitfalls facing educators who desire to teach rock without sufficient
awareness of the extremely delicate balance of power—more aptly, the delicate
negotiations of power—required when teaching a discourse removed, by several degrees,
from the teacher’s lived experience, and when the goal of such teaching is the promotion
of collaborative knowledges and shared values while engaged in forging a vital “pedagogy
of the contemporary” (Bérubé BS). Since I have produced this study at a time when
higher education is moving steadily toward a corporate, competition-based model of

increasingly isolated forms of knowledge transmission, the promotion of any form of
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pedagogical praxis which can be both democratic and dialectical, and thus by necessity
communal, may be the most valuable contribution that previously non-canonical
resources, like the songtexts of rock, can make to current sites of institutionalized
learming,

In regards to stylistic matters, I need to offer only a couple of explanations. First
of these is a minor stylistic adjustment in my decision to follow an American spelling and
diction system for all citations. This does not change meaning, and it is intended only to
prevent the momentary distraction for readers who would otherwise stop to note: “Ah,
s’he’s a British critic,” or “Hey, I always thought that musician was from the States.”
(It’s possible that I may be making too much out of very little here, but I know that such
distractions have been exactly the case as my own reading has taken place through the
years.) Second, due to the persistence and prevalence of the singular masculine pronoun
in writings up through the early 1980s—and in a few cases, through the present day—I
have simply converted those gender-specific/exclusive pronouns to gender-neutral/
inclusive plural constructions. Toward an aesthetic of less visual clutter, those
conversions do not appear in brackets; nor is there any loss or change of meaning to the
original work. An exception to this lies in the case of very old works, old voices speaking
from a distance of centuries before the present; in these instances a stylistic change
would result in a strangely modern syntax that cannot ring true to the original (authentic)
contexts of the writer’s time and place. Back then, it really was a “man’s world,” and to
eliminate the sexist language of that world would be to alter an important, but
unfortunate, reality.

Finally, regarding method, I should explain that although I do take popular,

corporate, “mainstream” rock journalism to task on several occasions in this study, there

- 15 -



needs to be a distinction between rock journalism and rock journalists. As Robert Palmer,
Reebee Garofalo, Armond White, and others will all illustrate here, mainstream rock
journalism in the forms of Billboard, Rolling Stone, Spin, and the like is a site where a
blatantly commodifying, racist, and misogynistic set of practices has frequently operated
under the guise of an alleged objectivity and a liberal, progressive, wide-open ethic. But
the individual writers/critics contributing their ideas and insights about rock on the pages
of those magazines are nonetheless highly capable and adept at illustrating the same
conflicts and issues which Frith, et al. have explained in the pages of more distinguished
(and academically favored) research-library hardcovers. Moreover, rock journalism is the
site where musicians speak, contributing their own voices to a conversation that would
otherwise take place only about them, not with them. Granted, those voices can at times
be filled with dense ideological silences, the perceptions clouded by a mist of nostalgia
and mythology, but even those blinders can make a significant contribution in forming an
answer to Marvin Gaye's classic Motown-era question, “What’s Going On?” As Robert
Christgau has written: “If [schools] ever teach Rock 101 like they oughta, such informal,
idiosyncratic, yet intellectually legible” rock writings as the ones I’m discussing here will
form the core curriculum for the course (Stranded x). 1t is for all of these reasons that I
have included in my research the arguments and insights of both professional rockers and

those mainstream writers who earn their livings writing about them.
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OVERVIEW: Ideological Rhetoric/Rhetorical 1deology—
What is Rock, and Why Should Teachers Care?
Rock and roll should corrupt kids enough to think. There’s nothing wrong with thinking.
- Alice Cooper in 7he Decline of Western Civilization, Part Il: The Metal Years

[I]t should be one of our central obligations to teach our students how to think critically about the present.
- Michael Bérubé (BS)

Any new idea . . . is asked two questions. The first is asked when it’s weak: WHAT KIND OF AN IDEA
ARE YOU? Are you the kind that compromises, does deals, accomodates itself to society, aims to find a
niche, to survive; or are you the cussed, bloody-minded, ramrod-backed type of damnfool notion that
would rather break than sway with the breeze?—The kind that will almost certainly, ninety-nine times out
of a hundred, be smashed to bits; but, the hundredth time, will change the world.

- Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (335)

If I had to choose between rock and Marxism, I’d choose rock.
- Simon Frith (“Beggars™ 38)

Although I am primarily a practitioner in the field of English composition, my
heart lies with rock music. Even as I write, from a small and secluded “gentleman’s farm”
in very rural Jackson, Michigan (proud “Birthplace of the Republican Party” as the road
signs all say), I am literally surrounded by rock, not only in the form of tattered LPs,
cracked cassette-tape boxes, haphazard piles of CD cases—and of course the infinite and
appalling jumbles and heaps of articles, magazines, and books about “my” music that are
necessary for the writing taking place—but also by my rock neighbors: Metallica bassist
Jason Newsted came up in Kalamazoo, 50 minutes to the west; Iggy Pop and Bob Seger
in Ann Arbor, 45 minutes east,; The Verve Pipe emerged from Lansing, 45 minutes north;

and Ted Nugent, that puzzlement of hard-rocking, headbanging advocacy for Gibson

guitars, gun ownership, bowhunting, jacked-to-the-sky 4x4s, and ultraconservative
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politics, lives right here in sleepy little Jackson. (As for my southern neighbors: Comn
and soybeans, cattle and hogs—all the way to Indiana. Along with a very special and
magnificently odoriferous verification of being deep in. . . well, farm country.)

But long before I ever settled down in a locale where the local “burgers and rock 'n
roll” bistro has an ominously heavy-looking John Deere tractor hanging from chains on
the ceiling over the jukebox—and long before my formal education ever began in
composition, rhetoric, and literature—the germinal texts in forming my world view were
found not on bookshelves, but on the radio and turntable. Atrtists like The Who, Pink
Floyd, The Stooges, Deep Purple, and Alice Cooper, through both their lyrics and the
accompanying mood created by sound, taught and encouraged me to examine my life and
the lives of those around me. When I first began to question the concept of God, it was
Jethro Tull’s Aqualung, not Nietzsche, who caused it. The war in Vietnam was over, but
the music it had generated lingered as the huge social force which had affected my friends’
older siblings so profoundly. Edwin Starr and Country Joe McDonald had condemned
the war; Creedence Clearwater Revival had exposed the hypocrisy of the draft system;
Jimi Hendrix had massacred the National Anthem itself by forcing it through a hellish wall
of feedback and distortion. When all of this power and glory (as I saw it then) of 1960s
music gave way to the art rock/disco/pop-rock mutations of the mid-70s and early
80s—yes, punk happened then, too, but in my Detroit suburb punk was only a vague
rumor, unsupported by radio or local clubs'—it created for me a huge textual void. This
was, after all, a time when, as Nick Kent puts it, “[a]ppalling groups with names like
Supertramp and Gentle Giant were selling millions of records with their hideously insipid
‘hey nonny no’ concept crap. The Bee Gees were on the comeback trail; Peter Frampton

was about to come alive” (254). And so I took a time-out from rock, turning to classical,
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folk, and even country music as background sounds while attending college and studying
other forms of discourse. But then came the 90s and an explosion of “alternative”—to
mean non-formulaic—rock music, and my radio once again came alive after a long
cryogenic freeze. By now [ was a teacher, and in my newfound enthusiasm for rock, I
found myself focusing on it more and more in my writing and literature classrooms.

In his book Disturbing Pleasures, Henry Giroux tells a similar story. After
paying tribute to Little Richard and Fats Domino for being hugely influential in his
education—before he ever went to school—Giroux writes that, once relocated from the
streets of Providence to the classroom for his learning, he quickly discovered that “what
we learned had little to do with where we came from, who we were, or where we thought,
at least, we were going” (x). Now many years removed from that experience, he reflects
that his identity “has been largely fashioned outside of school. Films, books, journals,
videos, and music. . . did more to shape my politics and life than did my formal
education.” As a result of this realization, he explains:

I no longer believe that pedagogy is a discipline. On the contrary, I have
argued for the last few years that pedagogy is about the creation of a
public sphere, one that brings people together in a variety of sites to talk,
exchange information, listen, feel their desires, and expand their capacities
for joy, love, solidarity, and struggle. . . . [P]opular culture, precisely in its
diverse spaces and spheres, [is where] most of the education that matters
today is taking place on a global scale. Electronic media. . . have
drastically altered how identities are shaped, desires constructed, and
dreams realized. (x)

I cite Giroux so extensively here because I want to argue that a rock-centered
classroom presents a fitting site for the creation of the kind of public sphere he describes,
one engaged in the collaborative production of knowledge, democratic values, and social

identities. Moreover, rock is a vastly suitable topic for bringing students together to
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exchange, shape, and sharpen the theories they already bring in its regard to the discourse
since students have biases, preferences, and conceptions about music’s origins, functions,
and genres that can let them explore stereotypical assumptions and prejudices with, if not
eagemess (I make no claims regarding the ease of rock’s presentation in the classroom)
then perhaps at least candor, transforming rock’s discourses into a serious subject for
critical analysis and the creation of new ideas regarding human agency, social dynamics,
and power politics. Students know this text very well; they have, after all, been
surrounded by rock music from birth to graduation—if not by choice, then by force. As
Grossberg notes, rock has become omnipresent, forming the backdrop for advertisement,
TV and film, visits to dentists and doctors, and even trips to the mall (Gotta 9).
Therefore, “teaching rock ’n roll. . . differs from most other subjects in that it involves
bringing into a school setting material with which the students often strongly identify and
upon which they have already placed strong interpretations” (Shumway 223). Because
they 're still largely unaware of the ideology underlying these interpretations, students are
apt to approach the act of re-interpretation with a level of interest that comes from
having a previously granite foundation suddenly begin turning to sand.

It’s also helpful to understand how and why students have aligned with rock long
before entering the post-secondary classroom. For Herbert Gans, all adolescents share a
“taste culture” within the larger popular culture, from which they create social contexts
for themselves (24-5). Many of them will form friendships based solely on shared taste
in music, and these friendships are strengthened as they then share in the escape which
the discourses can offer them. As a result, music can form a common background for the
peer group—resulting in an en masse resistance to anything against which the group’s
preferred musical taste stands, but also against other discursive genres in which the
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group’s politics are not articulated in the same way, or at all. Building on Gans’s
conception of taste cultures, a 1993 study by Emest Hakanen and Alan Wells finds that
shared appreciation and an ability to communicate with others about musical discourses is
“crucial to an adolescent’s participation in the world of other youth,” and that a
“closeness” develops—from the perspective of the adolescent—between musicians and
their admirers due to the discourse’s omnipresence in the lives of admiring youth (57).
While a great deal of their study is focused on examining the percentage of listeners in
specific age groups who prefer only certain rock genres, the two researchers also
contribute the formulation of what they call “clusters” of taste cultures, defined by
musical genre, and the cluster labeled “Music Lovers” (not pegged to any single genre)
“rate[s] rock higher than any other group, enjoy[s] heavy metal, pop, and easy listening,
and even glives] a positive rating to classical, country, and jazz” (65). Tying in with
studies of group preferences and alliances, James Lull notes that for adolescents, audience
participation takes place at five separate but interconnected levels (19), and these same
levels can apply to the shared “taste culture” of a given peer group. Participation in the
music begins at a physical level (e.g., slam-dancing or stage-diving in the mosh pit), then
moves on to an emotional level in which anger, sadness, or joy are universally-shared
responses to the music. From there, young listeners progress to a cognitive level where
they can identify with the themes and sentiments in the music’s narrative and place
themselves in it; and this in turn leads to an internalization of the lyrics at a personal
level. A songtext is no longer about a shared human condition, performed for a universal
human audience, but rather it is about the listener’s specific condition, and it is performed
for that listener alone. Because of this personal relationship, listening and buying moves

beyond mere consumption to situate consumers as what I’ll call consumer-theorists,
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actively engaged voices of consent and—even more often—of dissent when “their”
' performers step beyond the boundaries of consumer expectations and desires. From
here, with time, participation moves beyond the personal level to a social one, and at last,
the music offers some tangible insight for dealing with the world outside the peer group.
If a clearer understanding of the people who consume rock is possible,
approaches to examining the object of their consumption are perhaps more limited.
Charles Keil and Steven Feld have suggested, in their distinction between “uptown” and
“downtown” modes to criticism and analysis, that there are two ways to understand
music—a “high, scholarly, theorized” approach and a more “participatory, dance floor,
feelingful sonic, directly articulated, embodied, primal” approach (172). Since the latter,
“downtown” form would require a multimedia presentation of prohibitive cost and
extreme technical demand (not to mention a need for dance lessons), I can only go
“uptown” in form here, while in intent I am reminded by Robert Palmer that rock always
comes up to social and critical awareness from neighborhood hangouts and clubs, never
down from the “rarefied air” of criticism and top-ten charts to lived practice (11).
Accordingly, my first specific methodology is borrowed primarily from cultural studies.
There’s really no such thing as a purely “cultural studies” approach in and of itself since
the field, as Grossberg et al. have explained in the overview to their Cultural Studies
collection, is best described as a bricolage, a wide-ranging hybrid and synthesis of
numerous disciplines without whose methodologies and theories cultural studies would
not exist as an autonomous field of scholarship. But this interdisciplinarity has lent to
cultural studies the enhanced ability to perform “readings” of a wide range of “texts”—
a term whose definition, of course, has today been vastly expanded from its formerly

limited usage as a synonym for printed page(s)—based on the languages with which those
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things offer up their narratives for analysis (Mukerji and Schudson 10-11). With the
redefinition of buildings, art, social practices and customs—and rock music—as texts,
contemporary cultural critics can employ an array of disciplinary tools and approaches,
and a text takes on added dimension in the depth and breadth of the critique being
performed in order to both demonstrate and interrogate how textuality and rhetoricity, no
longer confined to the narrow limitations of literature, are present wherever one
encounters culturally-constructed signs of meaning.

Within the signs of meaning constructed by rock culture, specifically, lies a
vigorous ideology working toward the attainment and preservation of power, and the
getting-at of this system requires some fairly extensive theoretical foundation. As
Foucault charges, a subject cannot reasonably expect to exist transcendent of its working
field, nor can it “run in empty sameness throughout the course of history” (“Truth” 59);
there must be an accounting of what has constituted the subject’s prescribed
“knowledges, discourses, and domains” if the subject’s history is to be open, and thus
dynamic, rather than closed and therefore fixed in stasis. Who, throughout its relatively
short history, have been the shapers of rock’s discourses2, and what did they hope to gain
for themselves and others? Who has benefited from the discourses’ applications,
continuation, longevity of practice and theory? Who has spoken from the pages of rock’s
texts during its history—and who has been rendered silent? What caused the silence?
Where are the ruptures in rock’s codification of its discourse? Answers to any of these
questions will not be possible without an examination of ideology and hegemony within
rock culture. A Gramscian conception of ideology as “organic” or contextually/
historically effective allows for a view of political spheres not as determined, but rather as

sites where “forces and relations, in the economy, in society, [and] in culture have to be
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actively worked on” (Hall, Road 169, italics added). Gramsci also provides an
understanding that hegemony is, rather than a control by force as Althusserian models
present it, more realistically a control by consent, defining relations of force as
“moments” that developed through discrete times and stages, a process Gramsci terms as
“[having] as its actors individuals and their will and capability” (209)—an important turn
away from Althusserian notions of unwillful interpellation where the primary actor is,
rather than individuals, the ideology fashioning them to fit its particular construct(s).
Because a recognition of hegemony allows for the creation of “new ideological terrain”
and a reformation of consciousness (192), it is capable at times of moving beyond
connotations of constraint and limitation to instead discover possibilities for promotion
and advancement. Gramsci’s definition of political-force relationships describes
hegemony moving outside its own limits to “become the interests of other subordinate
groups” under a mandate for “unison of aims™ and “intellectual and moral unity” as a new
hegemonic entity is created (205) in connection with what Laclau and Mouffe term
“fissures that have to be filled up, contingencies that have to be overcome. . .[as] the
response to a crisis” (7). By this definition hegemony is not brute force; rather it seems
protective and at times, if not quite compassionate, then at least not merely repressive,
manipulative, and exploitive. For Stuart Hall, hegemony becomes transformed into “sets
of strategic alliances” that constitute, by their differential makeup, the bases for “new
cultural orders™ (Road 170) that, as Tony Bennett explains, do not consist “simply of an
imposed mass culture that is coincident with dominant ideology, nor simply of
spontaneously oppositional cultures, but [are] rather. . . area[s] of negotiation between
the two within which. . . dominant, subordinate, and oppositional values and elements are

mixed in different permutations” (“Gramsci” xv-i). All of these conceptions of
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hegemony, and of the ways in and by which it functions through ideology, must appear in
a thorough interrogation of rock’s discourses if teachers hoping to lead students to an
enhanced awareness of social and political negotiations of power are to understand that
rock means much more than simply a photocopied set of lyrics—especially those penned
by now-shadow figures like Bob Dylan, Simon and Garfunkle, or even Bruce Springsteen3
—to supplement or replace more conventional course readings.

One important aspect of rock’s hegemonic structure is found in much of
contemporary, popular (non-academic) rock criticism, which, while it may at times be
rigorous and theoretically informed, still acts primarily as a capitalist tool for product
promotion by its reliance on the weekly Billboard sales charts, special issues listing the
“100 Greatest” songtexts, albums, concerts, groups, etc., and a consumption-focused
evaluation of the aesthetic merits or failings of new rock artists or works. In this way it
tends to follow after a Leavisistic tradition in which the humane arts are to be tightly
canonized under a rubric of “great tradition™ works focused on a moral/aesthetic “balance”
in life in order to prevent the act of consumption—for my purposes, that of music rather
than literature—from becoming simply a leisure activity as consumption-for-pleasure is
taken up as a popular, and—for rock’s producers—profitable aspect of of mass culture.
But contemporary rock criticism does not functions to preserve the music’s purity or
enhance one’s life through an increased appreciation of its forms and functions; rather, it
constructs simple consumers as knowledgeable purists, connoisseurs, and most
importantly collectors so that they will perceive a need to possess rock’s Great Tradition
works, and a need to pay $85 to $250 (and above) for upper-level nosebleed seats when

one of rock’s Canonized Artists—the hoary, rock-till-they-drop Rolling Stones, the
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reunited Eagles, the reassembled and revitalized E Street Band with its boss, Bruce
Springsteen—comes trucking into town.

A similar perception that yet another “great tradition” was likewise being
manipulated alarmed Adomo and Horkheimer, who argued in their mid-1940s article
“The Culture Industry” that music and art were in grave danger of being transformed into
“mere” leisure activities by the captains of the relatively new entertainment industry
who, among other gross violations, ignored (skipped past or rewrote) complex musical
passages as musical genres became transformed, e.g. as jazz became popularized and
blended into swing, be-bop, and the blues. Coming as it does from these two founding
members of the Frankfurt School, this essay demands an especially careful reading as
Adorno and Horkheimer struggle, only somewhat successfully, against the formation of
a “high/low” dichotomy for art and strive instead to articulate the inherent loss being
imposed on consumers—not only in their lives as a whole, but also, more importantly,
in the way they viewed their world—by the kulturindustrie. In this articulation, popular
presentations of music become exploitive and transitive rather than artistic (celebratory)
and fixed forms of the real thing, a perversion of desire fulfiliment which, gradually, might
be capable of completely replacing the lived experience. Mass-produced and
commercialized art, for the consumer, becomes a kind of cruel voyeurism in which the
subject of desire can never become a known object; the tragedy for Adorno and
Horkheimer is that the desirer will, after enough exposure to these media forms, no longer
discern the difference. In music, if enough bars disappear from a given score in order to fit
an acceptable playing time, the music becomes increasingly more minimal, less complex
and challenging, and less fulfilling—for both musician and audience alike. While the two

authors stop short of arguing for a strict canonization of “great tradition” art, their
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argument is no less aesthetically originated in its focus, and they mince no words in their
assessment of the entertainment-industry leaders whose violations of art earn them a
description as “virtually Nazis, replete with both enthusiasm and abuse™ (42).

In citing this last, there is also a reminder that the style of much cultural studies
writing differs from the standard depersonalized and detached model of academic/
intellectual analysis by including the writers’ views, emotions, and personal narratives as
an integral part of the analysis itself, challenging the dearly-held (but crumbling)
prescription that intellectual/critical discourse must present itself as “scientific” in order
to establish and maintain academic and theoretical validity. Clearly, Adorno and
Horkheimer’s labeling of entertainment producers as “virtually Nazis” is not an objective
observation; nor can any study of a cultural discourse, such as mine of rock, be
completely free of ideology or preference. While I’ve done my best to avoid wandering
into any personal theories of aesthetics and leave such journeys to those much braver
critics (such as Adorno himself) who have tried nonetheless to theorize beauty and appeal
within art and sound, I'm sure to lapse nonetheless into “downtown” perceptions and the
occasional use of aesthetically-oriented terminology as my study unfolds. (It seems that
the labels of “power” and “glory,” appearing in one of the opening pages of this chapter,
are just such terms—no matter that I did attempt to qualify them immediately after their
appearance.)

None of this is intended to claim that cultural studies is in some way more
valuable than the more established field of rhetoric, from which I take my second
approach for this study. Indeed, while I agree to an extent with Louis Althusser that the
ways individuals are interpellated by ideology—in this case, the individuals constituting
rock culture, the ideology of rock’s discourses—are at least in part the ways they are
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constructed to fit given ideological standards, my critical definition of the hegemonic
entities surrounding the larger rock culture, entities which thus dictate to individuals what
is right, what is needed, what is to be desired, what is constructed ideologically as
“common sense,” is drawn most notably from the field of rhetoric in order to theorize,
beyond what is taking place in the given dynamic, a more precise understanding of how
that dynamic functions as discursive practice. At the same time, since cultural studies has
much in common with rhetoric in that there is a clear intersection between rhetoric and
ideology, the cultural dynamic of rock can begin to illustrate this intersection through an
interrogation of rock’s consistent striving to “rebel” and make its own space, apart from
the culture of its elders, and especially through an analysis of how rock’s perceived need
to be “authentic” is linked to a larger need to prove an actual existence—a need to, as
Grossberg argues, confirm the act of being alive and in control. Grossberg places the
history of this phenomenon in the “set of apocalyptic images and events”

forming the background for life in the 20th century (Gotta 203): events such as the
Holocaust, Oppenheimer’s gift of nuclear weapons, the Apollo 11 mission, Chernobyl’s
meltdown, and others worked to remove stability and permanence from the former canon
of reliabilities. For youth (including aging baby-boomers), Grossberg writes, “the ground
on which they had to construct their own sanity and survival” began to threaten that same
sanity and survival, with the result being that “perhaps the only identity that could be
achieved was that of the ‘identity crisis’” (203). Thus musical acts who, mirroring their
youthful fans, constantly redefine or else reassert their “authenticities” do so from a
recognition that instability and impermanence are as inherent to rock as they are to the life
that the music both celebrates and condemns—a redefinition that by Derrida’s terms

would be “a series of substitutions of center for center” in the quest for some kind of
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stable, if temporary, “presence” (249). The temporary nature of that new center is part
of the entanglement of rock’s rhetoric, since the moment a new construction is born
regarding what is accepted as “authentic,” it is also always already beginning its slide
toward /osing that authenticity (Grossberg, Gotta 208). Example: Nirvana was a band
from the little town of Aberdeen, Washington. Its founder, Kurt Cobain, had a new
sound, the sound of anti-formula—of loud, screaming music that wasn’t exactly as hard as
heavy metal, wasn’t exactly as refined and polished as hard rock—a sound of no long and
self-serving guitar solos!—a sound so new and exciting that the national press quickly
proclaimed Nirvana as the Hot Band of the Age, its alleged hometown of Seattle as the
Hottest Music Scene Since Liverpool, its musical genre as “grunge,” and its 1991 major-
label release Nervermind as the Must-Have CD of the Decade. Incessant interviews,
photo shoots, headlines, magazine covers, and gossip followed, and just three years and
one more album after Nirvana’s national debut, Cobain put a shotgun to his head after
writing a rambling treatise on alienation from his music and the loss of his initial vision.
The perpetual rhetoricity of rock—the omnipresent applications of rhetorical
strategies and practices underlying and framing the discourse—also serves, for teachers, as
an important connecting point between rhetoric and ideology if that point is viewed as the
connection between traditional approaches to textforms and newer modes of cultural
criticism. Ifrock is seen as a site of endless struggle between hegemony and resistance, as
the Cobain example suggests, then the link can be illustrated by likewise seeing how, as
Victor Villanueva explains, rhetoric is the vehicle for carrying ideology as well as for both
preserving and changing hegemonic structures (121); at the risk of oversimplifying,
ideology is rhetorical and rhetoric is ideological since, for Villanueva, hegemony relies on

effective language use—i.e. on rhetoric—in order to continue receiving the consent of

-29 -



those under its domain, while counter-hegemony relies on “active rhetorical practice,” in
the shape of effective communication and collaboration, to change the structure of
hegemony and eventually take its place (126). The overarching rhetoricity that is
everywhere in the discursive practices of rock stems from the intensely personal and
highly ideological experience that its artifacts—music, fashion, television shows, and so
on—offer to the individuals inside its discourse community. The ideological struggles
taking place within that community, I argue, constitute what Kellner, in describing
ideology, defines as a system that “presents the specific interests of groups as universal,
as in everyone's interests” (112) thus “represent[ing] the world upside down, with culture
and the historically contingent appearing as nature and the eternal; with particular class
interests appearing as universal; with highly political images, myths, and stories
appearing as apolitical.” The discourses of rock, however, are sometimes capable of
seeing through such illusions of harmonious homogeneity and making any attempt to
create them their call to arms—if not always appropriately, then at least with fervor. As
Kellner describes it, our current mass-mediated culture offers an endless stream of
“representations that <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>