
If we take politics to amount to an iterative endeavor in the name of 
freedom and justice, music appears as capable of politics in two fundamentally 
opposite ways.  We can call these FEDERATION and TRANSFIGURATION, 
respectively.   If these two poles of music’s power could be coordinated, which 
they typically are not, music could potentially engage in politics adequate to 
the unique catastrophe of the present day.  

The relationship between music and politics is inherently unstable.  
Music has extraordinary power over desire and identification – but, contrary to 
what we sometimes assume, it does not necessarily liberate: its effect can just 
as easily be reactionary.  Music makes people go wild, it excites.  Something as 
simple as a marching drum at a parade can do this.  When people get excited, 
something non-musical or beyond-musical gets unlocked, something social: an 
unconscious sense of affiliation or identification as part of a virtual community 
is awakened, together with a belief system – in certain cases an entire 
constellations of axioms and core convictions.  This is where music’s power of 
FEDERATION appears: music can awaken an identity, a world view, a horizon of 
meaning.   

The virtue of D.I.Y. is that it is reflexive about this power of FEDERATION 
.  D.I.Y. politicizes the musical power of FEDERATION an end in itself, a sort of 
liberating horizon: a scene.   The D.I.Y. community is political just by virtue of 
its very existence – an informal economy of cassettes, vinyl, underground 
venues, parties, soundclouds, and so on - an alternative to the dominant way of 
life in late capitalist culture.    The ‘message’ of the music may or may not be 1

political, but the social structure is.  
But music has a more abstract power too, one that has almost the 

opposite effect: the power of TRANSFIGURATION, which liberates the individual 
from all social and worldly attachments, so that he is free on an existential 
level. This dimension is obvious in the case of of religious music like naada 
yoga, ecstatic qawwali, the catholic mass: the effect is an individual 
awakening, detachment from the world, union with God, dissolution of the 
ego, annihilation of ideological embeddedness.    

The reflexive version of music of TRANSFIGURATION, corresponding to 
D.I.Y. for the music of FEDERATION,  is the western classical tradition.  Since 
the 19th century, the meaning of classical music has been the deliberate use of 
compositional form and mathematical ratios to to engage with emotion and 
attention in a cathartic, liberating way – whether it is the free subject of 
liberal democracy or the something more radical.   Instead of causing social 2

identification, it liberates the individual from social identification so that he is 

 Slavoj Zizek identifies this type of community as the legacy of Christianity, 1

the ‘body of christ’ unified by love, a common project, an open signifier, as 
opposed to class or social inscription.

 Worth considering Roger Scruton’s Aesthethics of Music, Schopenhauer’s World 2

as Will and Representation, and Adorno’s Aesthetics.  



capable of authentic exercise of freedom – but in autonomous way, not 
attached to any religious institution or beliefs. 

Readers of Ad Hoc will be aware of the tradition of counterculture music 
that began as rock n’ roll and has gone through a series of auto-critique and 
radicalization through punk, no wave, etc. and which currently thrives as 
experimental club music and underground techno.   After a bleak period during 
the early aughts, political music is now thriving again – although it is typically 
not so much overtly political (protest music) but rather a politics that exists as 
a network of people.  For the past few years, there has been a rise in a 
connection between music, feminism, racial equality, sexual orientation and 
gender identity: the FEDERATION aspect of music’s power.  Particularly in 
electronic music, there has been a rise in producers, DJs and rappers who are 
female, non-white, queer, transgender, exploring deep issues, internet 
subjectivities, all things polymorphous, the contradictions of desire in late 
capitalism, etc.  There is a real forward-thinking music dealing with the 
experience of subjectivity in our time and issues of social politics.  

We live, however, in a world whose problems far exceed the realm of the 
social.  It is well known and widely discussed that our time is apocalyptic – or 
even doubly apocalyptic. We live between two catastrophes that are so 
enormous they are practically unthinkable: Behind us we have the WESTERN 
APOCALYPSE of the 20th century – an era that destroyed the horizon of western 
optimism: the unspeakable tragedy of World Wars I and II.   In the future,  we 3

face an apocalypse at an even deeper level:  the destruction of life itself, even 
deeper than the social, a material COSMIC APOCALYPSE: human industry has 
done irreversible damage to the physical world, and is completely transforming 
the biological world (global warming and gene splicing, e.g.)  This pole of 
apocalypse is concerned not so much with human social arrangements, but with 
things like weather patterns, populations of different species, temperatures, 
thresholds between different states of matter, genes, augmented and virtual 
reality.   4

The double apocalypse creates a pair of deadlocks: 1. Fixing social 
problems will not save us: weather and technology will destroy us anyway. 2. 
Even if we engage with weather and technology, it is too late.  All is lost.  That 
might sound bleak, but in 2016 these beliefs are widely held.   These deadlocks 
are not a cause for defeatism – instead we can learn from them and arrive at 
two criteria for a politics that would be appropriate to the situation:  1. it has 
to be ecological and not just related to human emancipation (so mere 

 As a footnote, I would recommend the “Blueprint for the Apocalypse” series 3

on Dan Carlin’s Hardcore History podcast.  I listened to it recently – it is easy to 
forget just how much even World War I alone transformed the globe.   People in 
the millennial generation typically don’t know much about it – it seems boring 
or something.   Also, (cf. Bertrand Russell’s essay “Why I am not a Christian”)

  – “life” in the inorganic sense that you might find in Eugene Thacker (or 4

Deleuze).   



dialectical materialism is not enough).  2.  It is too late for human intervention 
to have an effect:  therefore any solution would have to be supernatural.   That 
means that the  world needs an eschaton, a sort of divine transformation of the 
globe and its inhabitants.  A politics that honestly faces today’s challenge has 
to return to the world-historical horizon of western progress and Abrahamic 
religion, and it has to have some kind of esoteric relationship to matter.  

Although that proposal may sound completely insane, a gloss of 
contemporary philosophy and science yields evidence that a transformation of 
this kind is possible, and that music could play a role in bringing it about.  
  Since around the year 2000   a new current in philosophy, heavily 5

influenced by Gilles Deleuze, has steadily grown in stature – a philosopy with a 
scope that goes beyond the social, existential and humanly political.  This 
philosophy deals with the desire and differential forces inherent in matter 
itself – systems, chaos, self-organization, germinal life.  It makes use of a wide 
variety of scientific tools like complex systems theory, chaos theory, 
Riemannian geometry, and it mines the history of medieval Christian and 
Islamic mysticism – going beyond phenomenology, existentialism, the linguistic 
turn in philosophy towards a wider field of reference.  

One shared understanding is that there are no transcendent laws.  The 
cosmos could yield literally anything, and it requires no reason for activating 
one law versus another. There is no transcendent principle, not even the laws 
of nature or any logical law, except, as Meillasioux puts it, the necessity of 
contingency and non-contradiction.  This is for the most part substantiated by 
physical science.   If we really take this to be true, then a future singularity is 6

a real possibility:  the birth of god, the resurrection of the dead, a messiah, 
etc.   We have a materialist basis for messianism substantiated not by God’s 7

existence but rather by his absence (which is what guarantees the contingency 
of all laws), taking the concept of apocalypse away from religion proper, 
secularizing it but not domesticating it.  

But how could music be involved? We can answer this with a second 
theme: univocity, or the “materiality of the idea”.  Mind, society, life, and 
matter are all woven together and follow the same basic contours of creation.  
On the other hand, every species, form concept, social configuration exists 
because of a material condition of possibility – a discord calling for it and 
resources making it possible.  Organs like the eye or the hand, a particular 
species like horses or wolves, social structures like banks or the internet.   If 

 Starting, I would argue, with Manuel Delanda’s 2002 book Intensive Science 5

and Virtual Philosophy, and picking up steam in the past decade under the flag 
of “speculative realism” and “object-oriented ontology”
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forms arise as a result of material conditions of possibility,  then music, which 
has to exist physically as a wave,  could give birth to an unforeseen form.  8

But how could music do this?  So far we have only accounted for music 
that either addresses the individual (TRANSFIGURATION) or the social 
(FEDERATION).  What sort of music could address matter?   To answer the 
question, I want to first consider the history of classical music very briefly.   

Starting with Beethoven, more or less, classical music was seen as 
activating freedom by means of its form: composed  and systematic, it created 
a liberating temporal experience.  The tools for this were equal temperament 
tuning, the tonal system, modulation between keys, cadences of different 
kinds, instrumentation and arrangement that train and affect human feeling, 
attention, emotion, etc. (which was being articulated philosophically at the 
time by Kant, and then drawn out by Schelling and Hegel.)   9

Note that the freedom in question is the exact opposite of the ‘freedom’ 
surrounding LSD and hippy culture, or the punk lifestyle of Black Flag, which is 
a freedom ‘from’, rather than freedom ‘to’.  The 19th century German 
conception of freedom, for better or for worse, involves discipline and 
sublimation of exactly those impulses that rock culture glorifies, so that a 
higher autonomy can blossom.   10

After the world wars, the relationship between high-art music and 
politics becomes more difficult to define. During the 1960s with the rise of pop 
art and hyper-reflexive institutional critique, through the early 2000s with 
Bernadette Corporation etc, fine art really struck up a conversation with 
creative and cultural production outside of the longstanding ‘high culture’ 
western tradition.   Classical music hasn’t been able to do this – the 18th-19th 
century canon is preserved by municipal philharmonics for the very rich, and 
contemporary avant garde music is somewhat hermetically sealed in 
universities.  

However, the compositional structure of music made after World War II, 
marked by the names Ligeti, Xenakis and Grisey, has an uncanny connection to 
the developments within philosophy that have begun during the 21st century:  
use of stochastic algorithms, converting non-linear dynamics of natural systems 

 Consider Iamblichus 8

 There are books about the tonal system, shifting between different 9

keys, cadences, the formal structure of pieces all working together to create a 
life-enhancing catharsis.   This set the tone for Roger Scruton’s book Aesthetics 
of Music, with the idea that musical compositions could create the form of an 
ideal soul and society just by its structure. 

 Reference to freedom in Kant, Hegel and Schelling 10



into musical notation; chaos theory, complex systems theory.  The 12 tone 
system was not only abandoned, the 12 tones were too in favor of all kinds of 
other tunings: just intonation, quarter tones, etc.   

This type of composition can easily be seen to relate closely to the type 
of thing we’re talking about, the Deleuzeian philosophy: music that operates 
according to the principles of become that are inherent to nature, both organic 
and inorganic.  Perhaps by using these physical structures, music could trigger 
an eschaton in the way that an enzyme catalyzes a metamorphosis, or the way 
that ice turns to liquid  when it crosses a boiling point.  We will call this a new 
kind of musical politics ALCHEMY.  Beyond the politics of transfiguration 
(transformation of human subjectivity), and the politics of federation 
(transformation of society) and make a music that changes matter.  

I will close with three suggestions for a music that could fully exhaust its 
potential for messianic politics –  in short it amounts to combing the 
underground experimental music, avant-garde classical music and philosophy of 
the present day so as to unify FEDERATION, TRANSFIGURATION and ALCHEMY.  

First, to be properly political in a way that is adequate to our 
apocalyptic era, music should foster identification with a cosmic perspective 
informed by philosophy:  identification not just with a particular subcultural 
scene or type of person (although this can be good), but with the absolute 
itself: an awareness of the astonishing power of matter to transform beyond 
what we expect of it.  One way of doing this would be to combine styles from 
different subcultures with one another in quasi-clashing ways, as well as with 
dead styles from history.  Noise, cloud rap, punk, metal, avant-garde music 
from the IRCAM-era, romantic tone poems, medieval masses.  This would not 
technically be subcultural, but rather “super-cultural”.  By connecting all these 
things along lines of attraction and repulsion, it could be possible to apprehend 
the underlying productive void:  the fissure at the heart of being.  This would 
be to invert music’s power of FEDERATION to create a counter-identification: To 
identify as a scene, but not with a particular identity, but rather with God, 
which is to say, with the void.  An Anti-Federation.  

In this way, both freedom from and freedom to are combined. 
TRANSFIGURATION and FEDERATION in one stroke.   And the third aspect, 
ALCHEMY,  would be to explore things like microtonality, alternate tunings, 
stochastic rhythms, hyper-compressed and hyper-extended durations, sonata 
forms, binaural beats, and to experiment with – and hold close to the idea – 
that these sounds themselves could trigger an unforeseen revelation.  


