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ABSTRACT: In response to ny recent article in
this journal, Joseph N. Straus has expressed
the concern that post-structuralist work wll
cost music theorists the ability to perform

t heory-based nusic analysis. This commentary
asserts that organicist ideology is not
necessarily for music theory, and that it is
possi bl e to engage post-structuralist thought
and remain articulate and anal yti cal about
nmusi c.

[1] Responding to nmy critique of Harold Bl oonis
work and his incorporation in nusic-theoretica
wor k, Joseph N. Straus has produced a defence
of music theory agai nst what he evidently
perceives as a danger. Wile acknow edgi ng that
"[ m et hodol ogi cal self-reflection is good for
our field," Straus is concerned that we be able
to continue "explaining to ourselves and others
how rusi cal works are put together." Anpbng the
dangers that Straus cites is that of "leaving
[our] precision tools to rust from di suse.™

[2] The central project of ny article was to
separate Harold Bloonms work from sone

i nportant currents of post-structurali st

t hought, and to observe that its adoption by
musi ¢ theorists may not necessarily engage sone
chal | enges post-structuralisnms hold for us
Secondarily, | point out that nusical
adaptations tend to reinforce the nore
traditional aspects both of Bloonls work and of



nmusi ¢ schol arshi p. Straus does not seem
inclined to disagree with this; in fact, he and
| seemto be in agreenent that nusic-
theoretical work is too often "directed toward
the denpnstrati on of organi c coherence"

(Straus' words). Rather, inferring (correctly)
that | advocate engagenent of critical theory
on a large scale, he addresses post-
structuralisns and nusic theory in general

Fai r enough: though this broader topic is

peri pheral to my article, it is certainly
crucial to our field, and I am happy to address
it.

[3.1] Straus' response seens to be that

al t hough post-structuralist critiques are

hel pful for nusic theory, "new theorists" such
as |, with our critiques of traditional

met hodol ogi es, risk "enacting a ban on
traditional nethodologies." A glance at recent
i ssues of the major nusic theory journals,

t hough, shoul d be enough to convince the reader
that post-structuralist thought is far from

mai nstreamin our field, nmuch less able to
enact a ban. Nor would | ever advocate a ban; |
woul d, however, advocate that mnusic theorists
beconme acquai nted enough with recent critical
theory to envision alternate ways of thinking
nusi ¢ theory.

[3.2] At the outset, we should realize that
engagi ng post-structural i sm does not
necessarily entail |osing our "tools." Although
some work infornmed by recent critical theory
may fail to satisfy us nmusic-theoretically (1),
there is no reason to believe that post-
structuralist work *nust* be this way. In fact,
of the "new nusicol ogi sts" that Straus cites,
only Tom i nson refuses close reading on

i deol ogi cal grounds; in that, he represents a
si ngul ar strain anpbng post-structuralismnms, npst
of which engage close reading quite a bit.
Critical theory in the last twenty-five or so
years has not abandoned the practice of
theorizing about texts. In fact, the opposite
has generally been true: a consistent conplaint
agai nst post-structuralisms in literature has
been the *proliferation* of technica

di scour ses.

1. Agawu (1993), for exanple, |odges this
conpl ai nt agai nst Abbate.

[3.3] Nor is post-structuralist work ever
utterly discontinuous with traditional work.
Critical theory in other fields indicates the
great degree to which post-structuralisnms
depend on earlier work for their articulation.
One can easily recogni ze Hei degger, Husserl
Mar x, Ni etzsche, Saussure, and many others in
Derrida's witings. Freud and Saussure are
constantly present in the work of Kristeva and



Lacan.

[3.4] The inpossibility of utter discontinuity
means that the "tools" we have devel oped in
structuralist tinmes need not rust from disuse,
as Straus fears. It would not be possible to
begi n post-structuralist work without them The
wor k which | imagine Straus woul d designate as
"new theory" -- such as Littlefield and
Neumeyer (1992), Littlefield (1994),

Kl unpenhouwer (1994), Krims (1994a, 1994b, and
1994c) -- shows no evidence of engaging
theoretical "tools" any less than traditiona
structuralist work.(2) On the contrary, in each
of these cases nethodol ogi es and theories

devel oped i n organicist contexts are engaged,

di scussed, applied, reapplied, and exanined in
detail.

2. | would differ with Straus in his referring
to McCrel ess (1988) as inforned by post-
structuralist thought. True, MCreless refers
to Barthes' *S/Z*, but the methodol ogy of the
article remains structuralist.

[4.1] "New theory" so far denpnstrates that
detailed articul ati on about rnusical "“structure'
need not rely on the ideol ogical contexts
general ly associated with the word "structure."
Tools survive in this work (even if the

met aphor of the tool is effaced); what may not
survive is the option of presenting tools as
unprobl emati c descriptions of properties that
are intrinsic to nusical scores.

[4.2] In fact, Straus' own argunent on this

i ssue is a good deal closer to my position
namely, that if an analytical methodol ogy
"maintains a trace of its origin, it is not a
trace that prevents its successful adaptation."”
This is well put, and it is precisely the
reason that post-structuralisms do not threaten
to remove our tools. Littlefield and Neuneyer
(1992) correctly point out that ideol ogy
remains attached to its products, and it would
seem farfetched to argue that a nethod could
outlive entirely its founding ideol ogy. After
all, a tool is nmade out of materials, and in a
certain way, and for certain uses by certain
peopl e. But tools can be refashi oned and used
for different purposes; a nethodol ogy (such as
pitch-class set classification or Schenker

anal ysis) may originate in a highly
essentialist context but be set against itself,
used fragnmentarily, or deployed to highlight
the places where its neanings and preni ses
break down . In other words, theories nay be

di scussed as theories, rather than as keys to
nmusi cal essences. This involves no | oss of

musi cal articulation (or "information"); on the
contrary, one is generally forced to analyze
even nore cl osely when | ooking for theoretica



i npasses.

[4.3] Post-structuralist approaches, rather,
enabl e us to point out how our tools are al ways
contingent and problematic instruments; how our
readi ngs of nusical pieces bear the mark of our
own interests and structurings; and how any
anal ytical system at sonme point relies on its
own negation, whether it be Schenker's
treatnent of first-order neighbors or
Schoenberg's inmplicit adm ssion of the
cadential six-four as a suspension. (3)

1. Krinms (1994c) discusses Schenker's

probl emati c graphi ngs of some first-order

nei ghbors in *Free Conposition*. Schoenberg
treats the cadential six-four as a suspension
in Schoenberg (1983), 197-99, contrary to his
earlier comrents on that chord.

[4.4] In closing, it is inmportant to stress
that both Straus and | agree on the val ue of
post-structuralist critical theory for nusic
theorists. Straus worries that theory-based
anal ysis will disappear, and | do not; but |
hope readers of this journal take fromthis
exchange our agreement that (relatively) recent
critical theory will benefit all of us.
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