




















cal code is rooted in the social formations and technologics of ies age
These historically and culturaily grounded interpretations of techno-
logical “advances” shed light on naturalized aesthetic parameters as they
are embodied in equipment, illustrating the significance of culeure in
the development of technology.

Grounding music as a cultural discourse dismantles the causal link
between rap’s sonic force and the technological means for irs expression.
Rap producers’ strategic use of electronic reproduction technology, par-
ticularly sampling equipment, affirms stylistic prioritics in the organi-
zation and selection of sounds found in many black diasporic musical
expressions. Although rap music is shaped by and articulated through
advanced reproduction equipment, its stylistic priorities are not merely
by-products of such equipment.

On the question of repetition as a cultural force, Attali and Snead
part company. For Attali and other cultural theorists, repetition is pri-
marily considered a manifestation of mass culture, a characteristic of
culture in the age of reproduction. The advent of recording technology
signaled the emergence of a society of mass production and repetition.
Repetition is, therefore, equated with industrial standardization and
represents a move toward a single totalitarian code. At the poine of mass
production and industrial standardization, Artali claims, music becomes
an industry and “its consumption ceases to be collective.”? Similarly,
Adorno describes the “break™ in pre-swing jazz as “nothing other than
a disguised cadence” and explains that, “the cult of the machine which
is represented by unabated jazz bears involves a self-renunciation that
cannot but take root int the form of a fluctuating uneasiness somewhere
in the personality of the obedient.”* “In mass culture,” Fredric Jameson
claims, “repetition effectively volatizes the original object—so that the
student of mass culture has no primary object of scudy.”*

Repetition does, in fact, function as part of a system of mass produc-
tion that structures and confines creative articulation; along these lines
Adorno, Tameson, and Attali offer vital criticisms of the logic of massi-
fied culture in late capicalist societies. Yet, repetition cannot be reduced
to 2 repressive, industrial force. Nor is it sufficient to understand repe-
tition solely as a by-product of the needs of industrialization. I do not
mean to suggest that any of the cultural theorists would claim that repe-
tition was nonexistent in preindustrial society, However, their focus on
repetition as an industrial condition encourages mischaracterizations of
the black popuiar cultural phenomenon, particularly those forms that
privilege repetition and are prominently positioned in the commodity
syster.
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If we assume that industrial production sets the terms for repetition
inside mass-produced music, then how can alternative uses and mani-
festations of repetition that are articulated sside the commodity market
be rendered perceptible? Rap music’s use of rhythmic lines constructed
with sampled loops of sound are particularly vulnerable to misrcadings
or erasures along these lines. Working inside the commodity market
and with industrial technology, rap music uses rhythmic forces that are
informed by mass reproduction technology, but it uses it in ways thart af-
firm black cultural priorities that sometimes work against market forces.
Yet, none of this is visible if all mass-produced repetition is understood
primarily as a manifestation of mass culture. If rap can be so overwhelm-
ingly mischaracterized, then what other musical and cultural practices
have been collapsed into the logic of industrial repetition, labeled ¢x-
amples of “cultlike” obedience? Adorno’s massive misreading of the
jazz break, beside betraying a severe case of black cultural illiteracy, is
another obvious example of the pitfalls of reading musical structures in
the popular realm as by-products of industrial forces.

Adorno, Jameson, and Attali, by constructing repetition as if it were
a singular force, strongly suggest that mass production sets the terms
for repetition and that any other cultural forms of repetition, once prac-
ticed inside systems of mass production, are subsumed by the larger
logic of industrialization. Consequently, no other mass-produced or
mass-consumed forms that privilege forms of repetition are accessible
or relevant once inside this larger logic of industrial repetition.

Positioning repetition in late capitalist markets as a consequence of
that market, marginalizes or erases alternative uses of and refationships
to repetition that mighe suggest collective resistance to that system.
Repetition, then, is all too casily vilified, collapsed into the logic of the
commodity system and is emploved as a means by which to effectively
erase the multiplicity of cultures and traditions present in contempo-
rary Western societies. T am not suggesting that black culture supersedes
the effects of commodification. Nor am I suggesting that black culrural
priorities lic outside of {or completely in opposition to) mass cultural
industries. Quite to the contrary, this is a call for readings of com-
modification that can accommodate muleiple histories and approaches
to sound organization. I am mostly concerned, here, with facile and
all-too-frequent readings of repetition that apply and naturalize domi-
nant cultural principles and consequently colonize and sitence black ap-
proaches, which, in the case of American popular music especially, have
significant and problermatic, dare I say racist, implications.”
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