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ABSTRACT

The role of the instrument in the cultural production of techno music is explored by
disputing the notion that mechanistic complexity must be rejected in order to maximize
social cohesion and human creativity.  The unification of historically alienated
communities, discourse to demystify subsequent technological innovation, the rise of
media and related critical expertise are some of the influences identified that gave
relevance to the computer-synthesizer hybrid, electronica. The author uses classical
theoretical frameworks offered by Hegel, Marx, and Weber coupled with contemporary
cultural approaches espoused by Bourdieu and Giddens to provide support for
electronica’s cohesive potential. The analysis examines the hybridization of technology
in the production of techno music as cultural artifact, establishes the importance of
technology and mechanistic complexity in producing techno music, examines the
collaborations that have unified artistic, scientific, and technological communities in
developing and refining electronica; and explores the extent to which these
technological arrangements have optimized human creativity.
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INTRODUCTION

Many social scientists have explored the production of music as cultural artifact, but few have

focused specifically on the relationships found within the social context of music that leads to the creation

of the musical instrument.   Popular dance music, as socially constructed cultural product, can be useful to

examine social bonds among typically marginalized members of society.    There is no better method by

which to examine social bonds among fringe groups than within the contemporary musical genre known

as techno.  This emerging genre of dance music is produced by an unprecedented level of complex

technologies involving computerized, electronic, hybrid machines that serve in the place of traditional

musical instruments.   Though collectively known as ‘techno’, the genre is actually composed of

subcategorical typologies of music distinguished by production and consumption patterns, known as

house, hiphop, jungle, progressive, breakbeat, abstract, trance, ambient, and experimental.1   Techno, as

well as her typologies, are largely arranged around compositional uses of the instrument creating the

music.  That instrument is the synthesizer.  The traditional synthesizer has been adapted with superior

capabilities through its hybridization with computer technology.   This hybridization came about as a

result of technical collaboration among artists and infomatics engineers.   It is precisely this linkage, as

well as the socially embedded context which enabled this musical instrument technology to emerge, that

will be the focus of this paper.

To illustrate the link between culture, artistic and technical communities (unified through the rise

of the synthesizer-computer hybridization), and its offspring musical genre techno; use of classical

theories at the macrosociological level can make significant contributions to demystifying the link

between structural elements and the individuals embedded within techno music’s social, technological,

artistic, and engineering environments.  Classical theories offered by Marx and Weber will be used to

provide accounts of the nature of social bonds among individuals, while more contemporary approaches

by Bourdieu, Giddens, and Shrum will illustrate the depth and character of these social and cultural

musical influences with greater specificity.  The analysis to be presented will demonstrate the role of the
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synthesizer in expediting these social collaborations, and the instrument’s centrality in constructing this

unique community.

MARXISM AND CULTURAL PRODUCTION

Marx is most revered for his contributions in demystifying economic relations under conditions

of industrialization.  His philosophies on social relations are not, however, limited to critiques of

industrial participation, and can be used in a broader cultural sense to demystify the relations among

individuals engaged in production of cultural artifacts.   His essays on fragmentation of human nature and

alienation laid an important foundation for analysis pertaining to postmodernism and the deleterious

consequences of modernity.   Marx argued vehemently against the Hegelian doctrine of the notion of the

dialectic which had once dominated philosophic literature.  Hegel’s assertion of the importance of the

dialectic was based on Socratic principles and suggested that knowledge was systematically built upon
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alienated from their own unique essence.   Deleterious influences from industrialization do not end here,

for Marx extends the argument further by suggesting that the process of cultural production also alienates

us from one another, and further attenuates social bonds that would otherwise, under natural conditions,

flourish.   As depersonalized and mechanized individuals, we become unfulfilled in our human potential,

our unique distinguishing characters become eroded, and the resulting state of unnatural fragmentation

resulting from mechanization begins to permeate and disintegrate the very fabric of society.

Is this fragmented, alienated state and its related attenuation of social bonds indicative of a

decline in our cultural progress and an inevitable sign of man’s catastrophic destiny ?  Marx extends

Hobbesian notions of humanity’s relationship with nature, and suggests that a return to organic harmony

away from mechanistic pursuits will return us to a collective state of equilibrium.  The phenomenon of

increasing mechanistic alienation and fragmentation, Marx suggests, is becoming universal, because all

humans must produce activity in order to survive.  Our sustenance, however, increasingly requires us to

be detached from our own creative nature, requires us to be removed collectively from our universal

environment, and requires that we withdraw away from one another due to our individualization

embedded within the evolving social structure.   Marx fears that increasing detachment from our own

natural creativity in the production of cultural artifacts will inevitably lead to the weakening of our

relationships to the self, to nature, and to one another.  Is a return to human unification and harmony

possible without rejecting our increasingly mechanistic industrial society ?  Is the rejection of machines

and related mechanistic technical accouterments of industrial complexity truly necessary to enable

humanity to optimize creativity and assure us of our cultural potential ?

While I agree with the fundamental principles of Marx’s social, cultural, and philosophic critique,

I argue that the rejection of postmodern mechanistic technological complexity is not a necessary precursor

to the process of cultural production and hence optimization of human creativity.   To the contrary, I will

argue of the utility and necessity of mechanistic technological complexity in expediting human cultural

productivity, creativity, and harmonization.   In the current analysis, I intend to examine the hybridization

of technology in the production of techno music as cultural artifact, establish the importance of
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technology and mechanistic complexity in producing techno music, examine the collaborations that have

unified artistic, scientific, and technological communities that were previously fragmented but have

together fostered the synthesizer-computer hybridization necessary for techno production; and finally,

explore the extent to which these socially embedded arrangements have optimized human creativity.

SOCIAL RAMIFICATIONS OF COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY
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rooted in technological transformations of the workplace, have fueled racial, gender, and ethnic

antagonisms among workers (Roos 1985), produced a fractured labor force (Pagels 1988), eliminated

pride in goods or services produced, and appear to be fulfilling Marxian prognoses regarding alienation.

Conversely, supporters of computer technology have suggested that technological changes

advanced by the computer technology revolution will be an important mechanism for the fulfillment of

human potential.   Information technology is expected to facilitate equality and bring about equilibrium to

the existing social, economic, and cultural order among both industrial and underdeveloped societies.  It

has also been suggested that IT may eventually render other mechanism of human expression obsolete.

One of the most important mechanisms of human expression lies in the cultural production of

music.  Music as cultural artifact has been significantly influenced by computer technology under

conditions of postmodernism.    Because production of music is an important area of cultural expression,

and to explore the impact of computer technology in the production of contemporary dance music in

greater detail, it may be useful to identify the community involved in the production of techno music.   To

that end, Weber’s concept of elective affinities can be particularly insightful.

ELECTED AFFINITIES AND SOCIAL ACTION

In Weber’s notion of elective affinities, he argues that some elements in society go together more

naturally than others.  Though his work focused on religion as cultural artifact, the current treatment will

incorporate the useful concept of elected affinities to demystify techno music production.  Before the

emergence of hybrid synthesizers and computer technology, artistic and technology communities were

bifurcated and had little integration.  With the rise of synthesizers and other electronica, the two

juxtaposed communities have become unified.  The new worlds integrating arts with science and

technology have since become unusually harmonious and tightly calibrated.  What circumstances have

enabled these harmonious postmodern collaborations to be brought about ?

                                                                                                                                                      
2 Sclove in Brooke and Boal, p. 87
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Weber views social action as essentially a rational pursuit of self-interest.  He argues that both



8

from this polarization, that was largely responsible for its integration.  Let us now examine the discursive

elements that solidify and harmonize the otherwise fragmented artistic and technological communities

comprising the techno industry.

PRIMACY OF DISCOURSE

 Bourdieu examines artistic taste, judgments, and preferences using social, cultural, and economic

indices for artistic consumption.   In his investigation of artistic taste and cultural consumption, Bourdieu

argues of the importance of origins of taste, which he claims is developed through family exposure to

artistic cultural products and formal education.    According to Bourdieu, cultural exposure in the home,

coupled with proper formal education, will inculcate the necessary appreciation for the accouterments and

discourse of cultural consumption.   In order to accept the assumptions of Bourdieu’s analysis, one needs
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producers and recording industry executives, promoters and engineers, composers and musicians, even

casual internet browsers and platform managers.    These diverse constituents involved in techno music

both consume as well as produce SOHE [synthesizer and other hybrid electronica] to some degree.   The

complexity involved in SOHE technology has resulted in the erosion of the line between consumption and

production.   This erosion is due to swift access to new software, the need to engage in proactive

innovation to assure technical compatibility with existing SOHE electronica platforms, and the need to

disseminate or transfer new technology before obsolescence occurs and hence demand diminishes.   As

such, the members of this SOHE electronica hybrid community developed a complex techno musical

vocabulary to assist in the development, production, and consumption of new hybrid instruments,

compatible software technologies, and the necessary hardware to interface these platforms.  Harmonious

communication among these technical and artistic communities has resulted in a complex language that is

constantly changing and almost impossible for an outsider to decipher.   As predicted by Marx, the rise in

complexity of language and the need for broad understanding among affected individuals in the age of

authority relations has led to the postmodern rise of the expert.
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of artistic consumers through wider dissemination of culture through the role of the critic.  Consequently,

social action and participation in artistic culture (through both consumption and production) is contingent

upon adequate access to mediating expertise.   The rise of mediating experts has enabled discourse to be

more inclusive than ever before, and enabled artistic discourse to be more broadly disseminated than in

any time in our human artistic development.   Consumption of artistic cultural production, in Shrum’s

view, is now highly accessible through mediating expert influences.  Consumption patterns have taken on

a function of discursive practice, and fluency in relevant language therefore, mediates the relationship

between artwork and the public.

Who then is this knowledgeable, omnipresent, mediating critic ?  The author suggests that the

critic’s primary responsibility was ‘to know and to make known.’  This already implies a filtering

mechanism in communication, inherent by nature of the vocation.   The critic’s mediation is expected to

impart wisdom to an unknowing public, to apply strict criteria from a knowledgeable standpoint, and to

do so with consistent standards.  A critic is primarily responsible for public education, discourse

facilitation, and assessment of quality of cultural artifacts produced.  The critic’s expertise will be most

readily determined by thorough and direct experience, coupled with proficiency of specialized

knowledge.

THE COMPONENTS OF CULTURAL MECroTD -03b87pF critic’s exp5.44lomni Tcroficiencyresen4lomnits thisdpoint,it, is eccesmary towilu stiatg Shrum’f thorty of cultural mediation n g(retder etail.e) Tj-22.248 -25.2  TD -0.0808  Tc 037818  Tw  The morevalueablea twork is wit n  the culturalhierarchy,  the morevalueabletThe critic’s discourseiss toitsd

imparned fromtThe critid to

Shrum’f prccesies of cultural mediation nvolivediffherendiatio,gxpecepatio,gevalueation, andrewdardsd
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enhancement.   Among art producers, knowledge of cultural artifacts within an artistic and technical

framework, provides prestige to the extent one is capable of participating in legitimating discourse.

Preferences and judgments on quality and effect are created in the context of discourse
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environment of broad dependency and loyalty upon these masters.     To the contrary, I argue that the
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evaluated along the processual dimensions provided in the cultural mediation paradigm presented

elsewhere in this paper.  The article text and headlines were scanned to determine if experts through

critical coverage mediated techno complexity, and if so, how that critical mediation was presented.  Text

was evaluated to determine how the genre’s media and its related discourse fulfilled the criteria for

differentiation, perception, evaluation, and rewards.

Content that enabled consumers to distinguish cultural objects from each other were categorized

as part as the process of cultural mediation known as differentiation, while content that enabled

consumers to interpret cultural products within frameworks of familiarity were categorized as part of the

process known as perception.   Similarly, content that revolved around status enhancement, prestige, or

other opportunity for recognition was categorized as rewards.   The most prevalent category encountered,

however, was part of the process of cultural mediation known as evaluation.  Criteria to categorize

content included the knowledge base of writers (i.e. reviewers/editors/technician expertise), objective of

the articles (i.e. evaluate software, compare hardware, motivate participation in competition), and the

information contained (i.e. innovation announcement, judgment dissemination, utilization reviews).

RESULTS

Once headlines and text were dichotomized into the necessary categories, two of the four

processes were found to represent relatively straight-forward reporting, without significant filtration or

interpretation through critical expert testimony. interpretati (information contained (0957 61.04 0.0396  Tc vely) noeworks of ly7  Tc 0.65wncesof cu Tf0  4.04 06  Tw ( ) Tj.tad4 5.04  TD /F1 61.04  Tf-0.0e p4-25.2  pert 25.2   Tjost p3 this pap15.  The aFurn wamoompe Tw (inter-0.0396  Tc on d littned opretati24 2  Tw (content inc6o catego584-36 -do or)  Tc 2.095Text) Tj-120 -  Tc 0.7854   -0.0387  Tc 3.8187  1760e p 0  Tw (evaluation) 234.96 0  TD /F4 1iu9Tc r
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particular forthcoming cultural artifacts (i.e. CD promotion).  The instruments used in the production of

these CD’s, while merely mentioned, were not the primary focus of these articles.   Perception processes,

rather then fulfilling any particular need for critical evaluation, served instead as a legitimation strategy.

Often this legitimation went beyond the boundary of techno, and incorporated musician and producers

from other more mainstream musical genres as well.

The content that dealt with the cultural mediation process of differentiation, however, did tend to

focus on the instrument.  The actual critical mediation was limited however, as this process was merely an

opportunity to announce the development of ‘cutting edge’ technologies soon expected on the market.

TABLE 1
Cultural Mediation Processes by
Individual Techno Periodicals

DIFFERENTIATION PERCEPTION REWARDS

MIX
10/99 v67

Mirror Maker takes a piece of music and reverses it’s scalar
step sequence

Jamiroquai Ray Dolby Awards

Digital Watermarking is security software that etches digital
information into an audio file which can be read by special
software, thereby designating authorized users.

Lisa Stansfield

Ceramic coated CD’s
FUTURE
MUSIC
06/98 v70

Sibelius 7 the ground-breaking musical word processor Kraftwerk MOBO Awards

Koan Pro 2 the music authoring system Björk
Smart Content encoding replicates the finest acoustic
details of live performance.  Engineers designed the codes
by taking internal measurements of clubs/arena/garages
and then converted these measurements into codes that
tells the DVD player to gate some frequencies and amplify
others and add delay before the sound reaches the
speakers, thus reproducing live sound.

Funkadelic

KEYBOARD
07/98 v07

Ensoniq PARIS [Professional Audio Recording Integrated
System] An all in one simplified package that turns your
computer into a digital audio workstation.

Madonna John Lennon / EMI
Song of the Year

Differentiation, in the case of the techno media examined, was actually a preparatory stage, acclimating

and preparing consumers for the inevitable technological changes to expect in newly released SOHE

electronica technological innovations.    This preparation process of differentiation distinguished new and

innovative cultural objects from those already in existence, but did not specifically do so from the

perspective of the expert.    Access to the new technology seemed to be the only significant barrier
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limiting full critical discourse.  The information about what to expect, as disseminated by the

manufacturers, and without the trusted and judicious assessment of experts, is cautiously described to

consumers.   Table 1 provides subject matter of representative issues of techno media analyzed in light of

the cultural mediation processes outlined thus far.

The cultural mediation process of evaluation, on the other hand, is the most salient, complex, and

extensive section of the issues of techno media sampled for this analysis.  The evaluation is entirely about

the instrument.  It is through the discourse that the instruments are evaluated.  Costs, performance,

features, technical ability, compatibility, and ease of use are meticulously compared, elaborated, and

assessed.   Specific interests of consumers are taking into account, and the depth and breadth of those

involved in the production of techno music is well understood.   Culture, economics, social preferences,

intended audiences, their ethnic ties, the consumption environment, consumer capabilities, absorption

limitations, technical formats, and taste are distinctly taken into account; and hence, it is here that cultural

mediation is in full effect.

TABLE 2
Evaluation as Cultural Mediation Process
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console manufacturers have been falling over themselves to include the words “British EQ” somewhere on their
spec sheets.
There’s a built-in SCSI interface and optional digital and analogue output expansion boards.
Professional results and very quiet in operation having almost noiseless circuitry and a smooth quiet disk drive.
One way of judging a new piece of kit is seeing what safety net if offers when things go wrong. You can keep the
take but do a re-record on another track or you can undo 999 steps.
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DISCUSSION

The text and subject matter presented in Tables 1 and 2 provide support for the processes of

cultural mediation.   In the case of cultural production of techno music, the primacy of evaluation is

highlighted in techno media.   Several relevant postulates can now be asserted.  Evaluation occurs through

discourse which increases in complexity, as tools needed to produce artifacts (the instrument) increase in

complexity.   The more that media focuses on the instrument producing techno music, the more important

expert testimony is in deciphering its uses.  In cultural music production, the more complex the
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cultural production.  Through discourse and related expertise, culture is mediated and thus, cohesion

among the techno community is observed.





CONCLUSION

The classical theories presented in the current treatment have significant relevance to the

contemporary genre of techno music.  Although the analysis presented was not able to comprehensively

dispute the Hegelian notion of antagonism as a necessary state for the pursuit of human knowledge, the

case of techno does provide, nevertheless, substantial support for the Marxian position where cooperation

and harmony is viewed as the necessary state to facilitate the production of cultural artifacts and hence

optimize the potential for human creativity.   The case of techno music, however, provides evidence to

fully dispute Marx’s notion of mechanistic complexity as a barrier to human creativity.  On the contrary,

the analysis focusing on techno music suggests that inherent mechanistic complexity enhances the

potential for human innovation in the production of cultural artifacts.   Here antagonism diminishes as

rationally self-interested communities concentrate resources around the development and optimal use of

the techno musical instrument, hybridized electronica.  This harmonious cooperation occurs through

fluency in relevant hybrid vocabulary and artistic/technological discourse.   Discursive elements are

guided by expert critics who provide cultural mediation (primarily through evaluation) to the techno

community.  The techno community accesses highly valued critical discourse through techno media.

Trust further solidifies these communities, as financial, technological, and artistic risk under conditions of

extreme postmodern uncertainty is minimized.

Hybrid electronica, developed and refined through the process of cultural mediation, has led to

cohesion among consumers, producers, engineers, and artists concerned with techno cultural production.

This article was intended to discredit the contention that technological complexity is universally

responsible for postmodern alienation and the rise of fragmented communities in our social world.

Although fragmentation and alienation by some measures appears to be on the increase, there remain

areas of contemporary cultural production where technology is celebrated as a source of unity and

integration across technical, artistic, cultural, ethnic, gender, and racial boundaries.  The individuals

involved in the genre of techno music, centered around the demystification of complexities inherent in its

instrument, is one such example of mechanistic technology enhancing the social, cultural, and economic
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