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This paper targets art music-Western and Indian-as a 
musical practice with a distinct identity that is not only 
sonic but discursive and social, being sustained by, and 
sustaining, elite culture and ruling power. 2 It also targets 
art music practice as the (largely "unmarked") foundation 
of musical discourse. 3 My intent here is to problematize 
this quasi-paradigmatic constellation and its Western use 
across cultures; the specific goal is to expand the inter
pretive horizon for my own experience of Indian art mu
SIC. 

Three years ago India's renowned Sangit Research 
Academy held a conference on the sarangi in Hindustani 
music. 4 For much of the day experts, patrons, and scholars 

1 I gratefully acknowledge incisive comments by Jocelyne Guilbault and issues 
raised by participants of the Border Crossings conference (Ottawa, 1995) 
where a first version of this paper was presented. 
2 For India this is best summarized and bibliographically supported by Harold 
S. Powers, "India, Subcontinent of," in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: MacMillan, 1980). 
3 TIlls issue has been explored further in Qureshi, "Other Musicologies: Ap
proaching a Hindustani Treatise," in Rethinking Music, ed. Nicholas Cook and 
Mark Everist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
4 The sarangi is the principal bowed string instrument of India used in Hindu
stani Sangit (Northern Indian art music, as against Southern Indian art music or 
Karnatak Sangit). For a comprehensive treatment see Joep Bor, "The Voice of 
the Sarangi: An Illustrated History of Bowing in India," National Centre for the 
Performing Arts QuarterlY Journal15, nos. 3 and 4; 16, no. 1 (1986-7). 
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spoke from the platform, mostly in English; later, the 
sarangi players present were assembled to sit, Indian con
cert style, on the floor of the platform, for each to speak 
in turn. This they did in Hindi, not being conversant 
enough with English; indeed, the organizers had proposed 
Hindi as the medium of discussion so as to enable their 
participation, even though this shut out some foreign 
participants not conversant with Hindi. Even within this 
laudably integrated forum a separate category of "musi
cian" was thus formally set apart as different, both cul
turally (classical musicians practice the traditional sitting 
style to perform and teach) and socially (classical musi
cians belong together in a hereditary specialist group that 
mostly lacks English education). The most famous 
among them, Pandit Ram Narayan, refused to be so sub
sumed and absented himself. 

Thirty years ago sarangi players had fewer options. 
For my first teacher to eat at our table was taboo. 
Though he was served food when we ate, interaction be
tween musicians and "respectable" people was kept to 
the strictly musical. Of course, he was paid for his ser
vice, like other service people, but how much was deter
mined preemptively by the patron. If asked for his fee he 
first refused to be paid for what is priceless; then he 
asked for a great deal, in accordance with his assessment 
of the patron's capacity. As an outsider I found that a 
fair determination was impossible to arrive at-nor was 
fairness a relevant concept in a clearly unequal and ulti
mately antagonistic class relationship. 

Once his teaching began, such dissonance was 
submerged in the discourse, both verbal and sonic, of 
music, always a shared musical experience. Inequality be
tween us was now reversed: he commanded my deference 
as he inducted me into his orbit of the sublime, into the 



repercussio ns Spnng-FaI11999-2000 175 

rules of sonic beauty and order which he personified.s My 
insider status as an affine and member of a middle-class 
milieu clearly facilitated my musical acculturation but 
also my participation in the inevitably unequal relation
ships that underlie the very existence of this music. 

The endogamous, hereditary bearers of Hindu
stani art music have occupied one of the lowest social 
and economic positions in that highly stratified society, 
and many outstanding artists lived in deprivation, always 
dependent on patronage that may be generous and global 
but also fundamentally unreliable. In performance, how
ever-traditionally house or salon concerts-they 
reigned supreme, holding court, as it were, among their 
elite patrons, who responded to their music in an ongo
ing dialogue. In their emergent sonic edifice the musi
cians embodied all voices to create a unique musical ut
terance which united everyone present within its orbit. 
Improvisation to the Western listener, this was music 
correctly performed. But the inequalities remained, be
tween patron and musician above all, but also between 
soloist and accompanist: my teacher always came with a 
tabla player who was paid pittance, just as were rhythmic 
and melodic accompanists in concerts. 

The condition of feudal servitude of hereditary 
musicians is not unfamiliar to historians of Western art 
music. But an entrenched Western habitus of engaging 
with this music in isolation, independent of its social di
mensions, easily enables the Western student to extend 
this "theory of (musical) practice" to professionalized 
elite music in other societies. Like other aspirants, I found 
Hindustani music highly accessible to the Western quest 
for what David Gramit terms "the essential musical ex-

S His family, however, remained invisible, despite my theoretical ability, as a 
woman, to meet his veiled wife. 
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perience,"6 especially since in its own milieu, too, this art 
music becomes the explicit object of such experience, 
richly theorized, as it is, in an aesthetic of tone and sen
timenU Perhaps not surprisingly, it has taken me until 
now to face exploring the social dimensions of Hindu
stanimusic, even though I did so eadier for the overtly 
functional music of qawwali. More specifically, then, the 
present argument arises from experiencing the sublime in 
Indian art music in conjunction with the exploitative so
cial relation of its production. My engagement with social 
theory is thus essentially pragmatic, to address a chal
lenge that is not only social but political: how to socialize 
art music scholarship itself- including problematizing 
authorial complicity in the highly idiom-specific venture 
of that music-without denying the special subjectivity 
of music as an "art." 

For art music is itself social. Even what in French 
is elegantly glossed as I'objet sonore cannot be separated 
from processes of production; relationships between 
creators, performers and listeners are articulated every 
time music is performed. Given this mutual complicity, 
the discontinuity between the social and musical dis
courses appears not only incongruous but suggestive of a 
fundamental paradox in Western scholarship. 

The Western paradigm that has nurtured the study 
of art music, including its recent critical versions, is en
gendered by the humanities and grounded in an assump
tion of autonomy for cultural idioms. This implies privi
leging structural and ideological content, abstraction 
from functional contexts, and thus interiorization, hence 
portability across social boundaries on the basis of mu
sic's broadly shareable "essence." Within this paradigm 

6 See article this volume. 

7 For an overview, see Powers, "India, Subcontinent of." 
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of aesthetic significance, an ever growing body of his
torically and ethnographically contextualizing scholarship 
serves essentially as "a platform of insight" into musical 
texts and processes. A particularizing discourse of famili
arity suggests insidership while also drawing hermeneuti
cally on universal notions. Even the new musicological 
scholarship of contestation privileges referents that are 
broadly ideational, if text-based, for its acknowledged 
experiential terrain remains largely individual and inte
rior. Working thus from the inside out, critical musicolo
gists are seriously stressing these premises by probletna
tizing primarily gender-based constituencies within the 
community of art music scholarship.8 Other dis·enfran
chised voices-notably from racial and cultural outsid
ers-are beginning to be heard, but as art music projects 
they often privilege a musical rather than a social focus. 
Perhaps most crucial are incipient initiatives to locate 
these constituencies within a postcolonial discourse. 9 

Historical reconstructions of social milieus around music 
already canonized continues to be a safe terrain for con
testing musicological authority without directly contest
ing its traditional premises, especially when the period or 
musical works are removed from the central canon. HI 

8 An outstanding example is Ruth Solie, "Sophie Drinker's History," in Disci
plining Music: Musicology and its Canons, ed. Katherine Bergeron and Philip Y. 
Bohlman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 

9 For important initiatives see Kofi Agawu, "The Invention of 'African 
Rhythm,'" Journal of the American Musicological Society 48, no. 3 (1995): 380-395; 
Kenneth Chen, "Ida Halpern: A Post-Colonial Portrait of a Canadian Pioneer 
Ethnomusicologist," Canadian University Music Review 16, no. 1 (1995): 41-59; 
and Ingrid Monson, "The Problem with White Hipness: Race, Gender, and 
Cultural Conceptions in Jazz Historical Discourse," Journal of the American Musi
cological Society 48, no. 3 (1995): 396-422. 

Ii) See Gary Tomlinson, Music in Renaissance Magic: Toward a Histonography ofOth
ers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) and Leo Treitler, "Orality and 
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The study of art music in India presents the West
ern student with an enormous challenge that includes 
comprehension of a new musical grammar and repertoire 
backed up by a distinct and diverse lineage of musicologi
cal texts. To acquire musical comprehension and literacy is 
a formidable task of cross-cultural learning that I shall not 
go into here. What facilitates this process enormously is 
the professionalized oral teaching practice among heredi
tary musician families, with explanations, demonstrations, 
and routines of practicing. As a student learns how to lis
ten and to feel music, the intensely personal interaction 
creates bonds which are inevitably social. l1 Most ethnomu
sicologists of Indian art music have used this social learn
ing primarily to acquire performing and teaching skills of 
music. Furthermore, Indian music literature has itself been 
internally focused on repertoire and tonal processes, so 
that Western textual scholars have easily joined in the con
temporary discipline of Indic musicology. Those inter
ested in the social functions of music, on the other hand, 
have tended to focus on folk, popular, or religious musi
cal practices. This is quite in line with a similar "division 
of interests" in Western scholarship which has been fur
ther cemented through the remarkably persistent division 

literacy in the Music of the European Middle Ages," in The Oral and the literate 
in Music, ed. Tokumaru Yosihiko and Yamaguti Osamu (Tokyo: Academia 
Music, 1986). 
11 Western art music, too, has its "oral traditions" of musical transmission; 
these have so far received scant attention within art music scholarship; for eth
nomusicological initiatives see Melinda Cooke, "Transmitting Cultural Values 
in the Music Lesson: A Case Study of the Suzuki Violin Method in the Cana
dian Context" (l\1.A. thesis, University of Alberta, 1994); Henry Kingsbury, 
"Music as a Cultural System: Structure and Process in an American Conserva
tory" (ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1984) and Bruno Nett!, Hemtland Excur
sions: Ethnomusicological Reflections on Schools 0/ Music (U tbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1995). 
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of Indian studies into Great and Little Traditions. 12 Inter
est in the social dimensions of Indian art music has 
mainly been focused on individual musicians, sugges
tively paralleling Western scholarship on composers. 13 

The one outstanding social treatment of Indian music by 
Daniel Neuman typically focuses on the world of Indian 
musicians, but he leaves out music as such, thus avoiding 
the "art music" issue. 14 Altogether, the scholarship on 
Indian art music quite replicates the Western conceptual 
separation of music from society. 

Neuman's social-contextual approach well illus
trates the contribution of anthropology to the study of mu
sic. For most anthropologists of music, however, art music 
has been a problematic subject; its identification with high 
culture and dominant class creates blocks of thinking that 
originate in the particular location of art music within an
thropology's own (Western) society and its "unthinking 
idealization of high art."lS A recent arrival within the 
"human sciences," anthropology has built itself by study
ing "down" and "out," or more accurately, below and 
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12 First seminally outlined by Robert Redfield in "The Social Organization of 
Tradition," Far Eastern Quarterjy 15, no. 1 (1955): 13-21. For how this has 
played out in Indian Music research see Carol Babiracki, "Tribal Music and the 
Study of the Great and Little Traditions of Indian Music," in Comparative Musi
coklgy and Anthropoklgy of Music: Essqys on the History of Ethnomusicoklgy, ed. Bruno 
Nettl and Philip V. Bohlman (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1991),69-90. 
13 North Indian musicians "compose" their music as they perform it 

14 See Daniel M. Neuman, The Life of Music in North India (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1990), 11. 

15 Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, ed., Marxism and the Intnpretation of 
Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988),3. Two telling examples are 
Clifford Geertz's treatment of "art" in the context of his series of writings on 
"cultural systems" in "Art as a Cultural System," Modern Language Notes 6, no. 3 
(1976): 1473-99, and Yictor Turner's shift into the "art" mode when addressing 
Western theatre rather than African ritual in From Ritual to Theatre: the Human 
Seriousness ofPk:Y (New Y.:)tk: Performing Arts J oumal Publications, 1982). 
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beyond the circumference of Western high culture since 
its subjects had long been preempted by the humanities. 
This quasi-residual place among established disciplines 
within the academy reinforces the tendency within an
thropology to accord separate treatment to art music 
(and other arts) as a domain of special status and experi
ence. 

The pragmatic split between anthropology and the 
humanities is, however, primarily paradigmatic. Holistic 
and behavior-oriented, anthropology is based on notions 
of cultural and social collectivity; the study of music would 
be subsumed within the larger goal of understanding soci
ety. And while ethnography, "the anthropological 
method," is qualitative and based on personal encounters, 
its theoretical stance embraces a conceptual separation be
tween scholar and subject, problematizing an knowledge 
of Others, including insidership. In that sense, the anthro
pologist is by definition an outsider, even when putting 
insidership to use in the ethnographic process. Anthropo
logical theory thus creates a problematic but potentially 
productive dialectic with the consciously subjectivist in
sidership of art music scholars or musicologists. 

Of course, ethnomusicologists have long been 
reaching into the toolbox of anthropology, both for 
foundational arguments and above all to create musical 
ethnographies. But these pragmatic adaptations have 
been largely untheorized; in fact, until very recently, little 
social theory had ever made it into considerations of 
process in music scholarship. Today, however, the en
compassing sweep of the F oucauldian critique has de
fanged essentialist paradigms on both sides of the hu
manities / social science divide. In particular, the anti
imperialist critique within anthropology has problema
tized both grand theory and the subject position of eth-
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nographers. 16 Under these salutary leveling conditions, T 

believe a full, but ethnographically grounded confrr 
tion of anthropological theory with art music st\. 
help recontextuahze "the essential musical experier, 

U sing ethnography to generate theoretical ins 
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is foundational to anthropology; universalizing (or ratl 
westernizing) such insights has been a special purview l 

French social theorists from Marcel Mauss to Levi
Strauss and including Pierre Bourdieu. In fact, one of the 
most striking, yet least noticed aspects of Bourdieu's in
fluential theorizing on culture is its ethnographic founda
tion. In his most seminal work17 he consistently invokes 
Algerian Kabyle practices and theories, using them as 
both foil and evidence for an intellectual agenda that is 
however profoundly Eurocentric. If the salutary defamil
iarizing effect of Bourdieu's cross-cultural encounters is 
highly evident in his writings, so is his silence-and that 
of his later Anglo-Saxon interpreters-regarding the ob
vious colonial and post-colonial implications of those 
encounters between French scholar and Algerian sub
jects. In light of this, it is perhaps not surprising that 
Bourdieu produces a theory of social-cultural practice 
based on consensus, on customary social practices exist
ing within, and taking their character from, a social field 
of domination. His later elaborations on European cul
tural production reinforce, at least for this reader, a deep 
sense of authorial approbation of dominant culture that 
reveals not only cultural insidership but a strong, if unac-

16 For an outstanding treatment see Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other. How 
Anthropology Makes its Object (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983). 
17 Piette Bourclieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
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knowledged attachment to the class structure supporting 
it, an4 to art and art music as its salient diagnostics.18 

Dominant culture and its ideology are inevitably 
implicated in the study and practice of art music. In turn, 
such involvement in art music powerfully envelop the 
participant within the bounds of that culture and ideol
ogy. Assessing his own involvement with Turkish music, 
Martin Stokes observes that "any field worker is prone to 
absorb and replicate dominant ideologies of the society 
they study."19 For him, a shift in perspective arose from 
his personal involvement with the marginalized makers 
of a music excluded by those ideologies. More problem
atic is a field worker's involvement with an art music cul
ture like India's, where musicians are marginalized but 
co-opted to serve the dominant ideology. Any critique of 
this ideology, or detachment from it, tends to be resisted 
by the ethnomusicologist who, as a musical participant, is 
protecting the productive arrangements of art music in 
order to protect a powerful source of her personal 
satisfaction. 

Studies resulting from this "bi-musical" ethno
graphic process tend to be conservative, supporting a 
cultural and social status quo while avoiding potentially 

18 See Bourdieu's Distinction: A Social Critique cf the Judgement cfTaste, trans. Rich
ard Nice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984) and further writ
ings on cultural capital in The Field cf Cultural Production: EssCl)'s on Art and Litera
ture, ed. RandalJohnson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993). To be 
fair, it should also be mentioned that Bourdieu has recently made a powerful 
public statement of solidarity with those excluded from the cultural elite. 
Bourdieu, ''Blatter ffu: deutsche und intemationale," Politik 2 (1996): 177-179. 
19 Martin Stokes, The Arabesk Debate: Music and Musicians in Modern Turkry (Ox
ford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 2 and passim. 
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disturbing issues of social inequality and exploitation. 211 In 
other words, before being used to generate theoretical 
insights, these studies have already been shaped by their 
author's theoretical position, whether explicitly stated or 
not. This anthropological truism bears restating in relation 
to cross-cultural studies of art music, especially since 
these often present as unmediated musical knowledge 
substantial descriptive-or even prescriptive-informa
tion about a musical system and its performing proce
dures, often without attending to agendas, ideologies and 
subjectivities involved in the production of that knowl
edge. 21 

To generate and give direction to such a decon
structive or analytical project requires an explicit use of 
theory targeted to explicit questions. My foundational 
question here dearly concerns the issue of exploitative 
class relations in relation to South Asian musical ptac
tice. 22 This does not mean a lack of concern about other, 
related kinds of oppression, notably in gender relations, 
nor about ideational domains and their social impact, no
tably that of religion. Both are, in different ways, deeply 
implicated in class issues and must themselves also be 
considered in relation to class-based inequality, as my ear
lier work on Sufi music demonstrates for religion. But in 
order to problematize both "class" and "exploitation," it 
must be possible to open up theoretical space for ad
dressing the class-specific political and economlC-

20 By singling out musical ethnographies to make a point relative to music 
scholarship I do not mean to ignore models and parallels in the general ethno
graphic literature, especially of a functionalist orientation. 
21 Most studies of Indian art music are cases in point; they are also excellent 
models of received musical knowledge. 
22 I first struggled with this issue in my study of Sufi music (Qureshi, S'!Ii Music 
0/ Pakistan: Sound, Context, and Meaning in Qawwali (Chicago: University of Chi
cago Press, 1995). 
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material experience of exploitation as wen as to relate it 
to music-specific practice. 

The social analysis of high culture in relation to 
exploitation leads directly to Marxist thought. My ex
ploratory move is to turn to a holistic theoretical posi
tion: social theory nurtured on Marxist critical theory in 
anthropology, particularly mode of production theory, 
with its focus on the social-political relations that are im
plicated in high culture and vice-versa. In resurrecting 
the anthropological use of mode of production theory 
from its heyday in the late seventies,23 I am deviating 
from the current anti-materialist mainstream in Marxist 
thought, but not from what Nelson and Grossberg iden
tify as two abiding Marxist priorities: an agenda "to 
transgress the line that has traditionally separated culture 
from social, economic, and political relations," and "a 
commitment to revolutionary identification with the 
cause of the oppressed,"24 priorities which have a place 
even in the cloud-chamber of art music studies. 

Marxist thought made its major contributions to 
anthropological theory before 1985. Since then its use 
has shifted toward humanistic and cultural studies which 
tend to privilege textual-conceptual over material-social 
concerns. While I share culturalist criticisms of the base
superstructure determinism of "vulgar materialist" Marx
ism, the incorporation of material and economic forces 
responds to the need for grounding music within the 
productive arrangements of society, arrangements that 
also constitute a major terrain of exploitation for Indian 

23 For critical overviews see Sherry B. Ortner, "Theory in Anthropology since 
the Sixties," Comparative Studies in Society and HiJlory 26 (1984): 126-160 and Wil
liam Roseberry, ''Political Economy," Annual Reviews of Anthropology 17 (1988): 
161-185. 
24 Nelson and Grossberg, ed., Marxism and the Intetpretation of Culture, 1 and 12. 
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musicians. My interest in applying Marxist theory is thus 
essentially pragmatic, as a tool to situate art music within 
a holistically and concretely defined problematic of cen
ter and margins, domination and submission, and 6f 
"art" as a practice that can be both open-ended and cos
mopolitan but also hegemonic, exclusionary, and even 
oppressive. 

Marx's concept of mode of production as used by 
anthropologists25 starts from the dual premise that material 
production is essential to the reproduction of all societies, 
and it requires participation in social relationships in which 
individual subjects are implicated. In formal terms, a mode 
of production results from the mutual and simultaneous 
operation of two sets of components: forces of produc
tion (raw materials, technology, labor) and relations of 
production (between those who produce, i.e., provide 
labor, and those who own or control the means of pro
duction, i.e. resources and technology). Relations of pro
duction, the central concept, comprise the social alloca
tion of production, above all the relationships between 
those who produce (productive labor), those who control 
what it takes to create the product (means of produc
tion), and those who appropriate the product (surplus). 
Social relationships involved in maintaining the produc
tive arrangements can be articulated as social rules like 
those manifest in kinship and class structures, laws, or as 

25 As @tered through the work of Louis Althusser and Etienne Balibar, Reading 
Capita! (London: New Left: Books, 1968) and others, especially Maurice Gode
lier, "Modes of Production, Kinship and Demographic Structures," in Marxist 
Analyses and Socia! Anthropohg, ed. Maurice Bloch (London: Malaby Press, 
1975); Bloch, ''Property and the End of Affinity," ibid., 203-222; Jonathan 
Friedman, "Tribes, States and Transformations," ibid., 161-202; Scott Lash and 
Jonathan Friedman, ed., Modernity and Identity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992) and 
Emmanuel Terray, Marxism and 'Primitive'Societies (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1972). 
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religious and cultural rules or "ideology." The premise is 
that the primary or dominant mode of production in a 
society has social and cultural implications26 that come into 
play in both social organization and in what Clifford 
Geertz comprehensively terms "cultural systems."27 In 
particular, the interactive concept of social relations of 
production offers a way of connecting cultural premises 
and practices not only with social structure but also with 
processes of material and economic production which 
orient, if not directly involve all those whose material 
survival is predicated upon them, both as groups and as 
individuals. 

Material production or economy, in this approach, 
is not seen as an invariant "base," for technological as
pects of production are subject to the way people or so
cieties organize their productive processes socially and 
articulate or regulate them culturally. For ethnomusicolo
gists committed to a cross-cultural perspective not im
plicitly or explicitly centered in Western "late capital
ism," this approach facilitates the acknowledgment of 
difference by accounting for the presence of different 
economies and their particular productive arrangements. 
While this amounts to identifying such arrangements as 
"modes of production"-both capitalist and pre
capitalist-these are not seen as monolithic structures 
but as taking on different forms and subject to change, 
depending on a society's way of responding to, or initiat
ing transformations of technical aspects of production. 

26 And vice versa, of course, but that is already a major assumption implied in 
the current culturally focused Marxist critical literature (see above). 
27 Theorized in three seminal papers by Clifford Geertz: "Religion As a Cul
tural System," in The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 87-
125; "Ideology As a Cultural System," ibid., 193-233; and "Art As a Cultural 
System," Modern Language Notes 6, no. 3 (1976): 1473-1499. 
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In positing that different productive arrangements 
need to be factored into considerations of difference, in
cluding cultural and musical difference, this essentially re
lational approach to exploring art music practices does not 
deny individual agency and creativity, but it insists that 
they are situated within constraints which are inevitably 
shared, even among individuated late-capitalist consum
ers.28 In my opinion, the current focus on resistance in 
humanist research can only be enhanced by a non-trivial 
consideration of "the structures of power that shape and 
constrain resistance," thereby avoiding what Roseberry 
calls "romanticizing the cultural freedom of anthropo
logical subjects."29 

In line with its origin in nineteenth century capi
talist production, mode of production theory particularly 
addresses social inequality and structures of power as 
they are linked to the exploitation of direct producers 
through controls over their own labor, the means of pro
duction with which they work, and what they produce. 
Identified with the concept of political economy, this 
emphasis points toward aspects of power and domination 
implicated in the practice of culture and of art music, a 
crucial nexus still little attended to in art music scholar
ship.3D In music-specific terms, the notion of social rela-
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28 Gayatri C. Spivak goes as fat as to causally connect humanism and late capi
talism. See "Can the Subaltern Speak?" in Nelson and Grossberg, ed., Marxism 
and the Interpretation rfCu!ture, 272. 
29 William Roseberry, "Political Economy," Annual Reviews rf Anthropology 17 
(1988): 161-85. The fact that Gramsci was imprisoned when he created what 
has become a postmodem manifesto of resistance deserves just this kind of 
attention. 
30 See other contributions to this volume. Initiatives have come from music 
direcdy associated with the voice of marginalized constituencies. Susan 
McClary and other New Musicologists ate pioneering such studies mosdy tex
tual-ideological in scope, though feminist and gay-lesbian perspectives strive to 
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tions of production offers a salient perspective on music 
making as a productive process within that nexus. And 
while' this model was developed and most successfully 
applied to capitalism and commodity production, its rela
tional conception is generally useful in the social analysis 
of productive relations, especially where exploitation is 
expressed as property relations, as in feudal and other 
agriculture-based economies. 

Music has held a marginal place within the frame 
of Marxist engagements with culture which have been 
focused mainly on literature. Building on Marx's seminal 
distinction of class consciousness from class me:mber
ship, early humanist responses to economic determinism 
have been firmly situated within the bounds of "high cul
ture" and its sensibilities.3 ! That relations of production, 
including the productive forces which they regulate so
cially, are central to the production of culture is certainly 
implied in the writings of Cultural Marxism but these 
forces are rarely brought into focus.32 In my view the 
scope of their analyses is severely limited by the-no 
doubt culturally generated-quasi-superstructural defini
tion of culture as ideational objects, symbols, texts, and 
icons that are essentially lifted out of the productive rela
tions which they embody. This separation goes back to 
Marx himself and indeed to nineteenth century European 
ideation which posits an essentially autonomous concep
tion of artistic creation. Thus, according to Marx, the pi-

embody the materiality of their constituency, See McClary, "The Blasphemy of 
Talking Politics During the Bach Year," in McClary and Richard Leppert, ed., 
Music and S ocie!!: The Politics of Composition, Performance, and Reception (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
3! Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" 

32 See Georg Lukacs, Deutsche Iiteratur im Zcitalter des lmperialismus: cine iibersicht 
ihrer Hauptstromungen (Betlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1950) and Raymond Williams, 
Marxism and Iiterature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
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ano is subject to economic relations of production as an 
item of manufacture, but it is exempt from them as a tool 
of performance, along with the musician who plays it. 
The difference is in labor: the piano maker's labor has 
exchange value, the player's labor only use value, for it is 
beyond materiality.33 
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Humanist Marxists enshrine this separation of 
high culture sensibilities by addressing subjectivity or 
consciousness within culture (read, elite or high culture) 
through texts, including music. Thus Georg Lukacs, 
Theodor Adorno, and even Fredric Jameson target "seri
ous" or art music as the affective domain of educated 
consciousness, profiling its interiority as a site of materi
alist dialectic, but also dissociating it from the realm of 
material production. 34 At one level this can be seen as in
troducing an "emics" of art music into Marxist analysis; 
what seems problematic in this literature is the standard 
humanist procedure of con Elating individual-authorial and 
collective subj ectivities. 

In contrast, Marxist-oriented studies of popular 
music have been focused on production, use, and social 
connections, as is broadly expressed in John Shepherd's 

33 Karl Marx, Capital A Critical Anajysis of Capitalist Production, ed. Frederick 
Engels, Samuel Moore and Edward Aveling (trans. from third German edition) 
(George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1971); see also Anthony Olmstead, "The Capi
talization of Music in London, 1660-1800," (MA thesis, University of Alberta, 
1993). 
34 See Georg Lukacs, History and Chss Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics, 
trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Merlin Press, 1971); Theodor Adorno, 
"Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda," in The Essential 
Frankfort School Reader, ed. Andrew Arato and Eike Gebhardt (New York: Ur
izen Books, 1978) and Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century 
Dialectical Theories ofUterature (princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971). 
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notion of music's "sociality."35 A major intellectual con
text for these studies is the British Cultural Studies 
moveinent,36 a major focus is commodification through 
recordings and a major concern is agency within the capi
talist domination over music. Thus Reebee Garofalo, fol
lowing Gramsci and Raymond Williams, postulates some 
autonomy for musicians even within the small space left 
to them within the productive relations of the Western 
recording industry.37 A more global orientation initiated 
by Wallis and MaIm complements humanist individualism 
with a focus on the music of marginalized groups articu
lating identity vis-a.-vis the international recording indus
try's dominant political-economic estabhshment.38 

Privileging commodification, however, has tended 
to direct attention to the recorded product, leaving music 
making as an unattended, yet problematic subset of re
cord production. Furthermore, the study of commodified 
music inevitably engages the scholar in consumption her
self, thereby playing into the textualist tendency to focus 
on the embodied sonic content of the music over the 
productive relations it articulates. These enmeshments 
within industrial capitalism make it difficult to attend to 
the presence or effect of other productive arrangements. 

35 See John Shepherd, Music and Socia! Text (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991). 
Sociologist Rob Shields has theorized this concept with reference to Georg 
Simmel, focusing on the constitution of "affective social groups" (Rob Shields, 
ed., LJestyle Shopping: The S uq'ect 0/ Consumption (N ew York: Roudedge, 1992». 
36 See Anthony Giddens, Centra! Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and 
Contradiction in Socia! AnalYsis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979) 
and Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: NLB, 
1980). 
37 Reebee Garofalo, "How Autonomous is Relative: Popular Music, the Social 
Formation and Cultural Struggle," Popuhr Music 6, no.1 (1987): 77-92. 
38 Roger Wallis and Krister Malm, Big Sounds from Sma!1 Peoples: The Music Industry 
in Small Countries (New York: Pendragon, 1986). 
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Among socially engaged work emerging from 
Marxist-oriented cultural studies, Dick Hebdige and John 
Shepherd problematize dimensions of political structure 
like class, but once again they do so in relation to the ter
rain of culture which is seen as the site of domination 
and resistance in the face of a capitalist system whose 
political economy is taken on, but also taken for 
granted.39 This facilitates a level of analysis which tends 
to elide textual-representational and material-social con
cerns, so that even a notion like "the politics of the eve
ryday" appears to be an exemplar of consciousness rather 
than of practical experience. 4t1 

Countering this trend, Sara Cohen has raised a 
salutary call for an ethnographic focus on the people and 
processes that generate the "texts" of popular music. 41 In 
her study of Liverpool Rock Culture she explores musi
cians' experiences through their constructions of musical 
subjectivity, cautiously situating them in relation to the 
political economy of their music, though only implicitly 
SO.42 

An explicitly Marxist-oriented but thoroughly 
pragmatic engagement with popular music is Peter 
Manuel's remarkable ethnographic study of "Cassette Cul
ture" in India. Applying a mode of production concept to 
the new technology of cassette production enables him to 

39 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London: Methuen, 1979) and 
John Shepherd, Music and Social Text. 
40 John Shepherd, "Popular Music Studies: Challenges to Musicology," Stanford 
Humanities Review 3, no. 2 (1993): 18. 
41 Sara Cohen, ''Ethnography and Popular Music Studies," Popular Music 12, no. 
2 (1993): 123-138. 
42 See Cohen, Rock Culture in liveljJool Popular Music in the Making (Oxford: Clar
endon, 1991) and idem, "Identity, Place, and the 'Liverpool Sound,'" in Ethnic
ity, Identity and Music: The Musical Construction of the Place, ed. Martin Stokes (Ox
ford: Berg, 1994). 
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show how capitalist relations of production are thereby 
extended to the folk genres that provide popular music 
with "raw material," resulting in changes in musical con
tent that are related to changes in control over the means 
of musical production. 43 He sees the possibility of music 
makers in India taking control of cassette production it
self by controlling their means of production. But 
Manuel stops short of including live music making into 
the concept, so that the non-technological or "artistic" 
aspects of musical production, while richly explored eth
nographically, are not considered part of productive rela
tions but fall within the realm of "cultural phenomena," 
a separation once again resonating with cultural Marxist 
thought. 44 

My own approach is to build on Manuel's explicidy 
mode of production-oriented framework by expanding it 
in two ways: one is to link the specific production of mu
sic with dominant productive processes in the society's 
political economy, including non-capitalist economies, as 
already discussed; the other is, concomitandy, to expand 
the production concept beyond capitalism and commodi
fication to include productive relations in pre-capitalist 
economies, with the feudal mode of production assuming 
particular relevance here. This means following anthro
pological applications of the mode of production para
digm45 and using a more generic conception of produc-

43 Peter Manuel, Cassette Culture: Popular Music and Technology in North India (Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 14. 
44 Ibid., 11. Given his focus on mass media commodification, he goes as far as 
to warn, with Walter Benjamin, against an "artificial emphasis" on non
technological or "artistic" aspects of music production; see ibid., 16 and Walter 
Benjamin, ''The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in Illu
minations (New York: Shocken, 1968). 
45 See Michael Asch, ''The Ecological-Evolutionary Model and the Concept of 
Mode of Production," in Challenging Anthropology: A Critical Introduction to Social 
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tion based on value that can include food, pianos, and 
even music produced on pianos, rather than separating 
performance into a separate category of a service, as 
Marx himself does. 46 

In terms of ethnographic process, I resonate with 
Cohen's socially and materially grounded approach en
riched by a significant engagement with the collective 
aspect of musical subjectivity which is implicated in shared 
notions of identity and place. Her exploration of "Liver
pool sound" as both a sonic practice and a notion ac
knowledges how this musical realm serves the constitution 
of a meaningful cultural world for those who inhabit it. I 
believe that Clifford Geertz addresses the social signifi
cance of such worlds in his consideration of ideology as a 
cultural system, when he points to expressive symbols as a 
"program" for perception, sentiments and manipulation 
of the world. 47 Going further, Jonathan Friedman relates 
"the constitution of meaningful cultural worlds" to the 
empowering practice of identity, asserting that for hith
erto silenced people whose identities depend upon a par
ticular cultural configuration, culture is not negotiable. 48 

Could it be that art music constitutes just such a 
"meaningful cultural world" within Indian-as well as 
Western-society,49 and that their participants have been 

and Cultural Anthropom!J, ed. David H. Tumer and Gavin A. Smith (Toronto: 
McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1979) and Bloch, ''Property and the End of Affinity," 
in Marxist AnalYses and Anthropom!J, 203-222. 
46 See Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value (Moscow: Foreign Languages 
Publishing House, 1963), 168,392 and 398. 

47 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973). 

48 See Jonathan Friedman's seminal discussion of history and the politics of 
identity in his "The Past in the Future: History and the Politics of Identity," 
American Anthropomgist 94, no. 4 (1992): 837-859. 

49 The term "Western" itself assumes such an identity by choosing to ignore ob
vious and fundamental national, geographic and linguistic disjunctures within a 
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resistlng a socially engaged, critical study of their music 
making because it signals a threat to the empowering 
practice of identity, especially in the face of increasingly 
contesting alternative identities? Such a study, to be 
credible to its subjects, must therefore deal with their 
cultural world in its own terms, even while situating it 
within a political economy frame. By approaching an 
ethnography of Indian art music culture ethnographically 
through its own discourse of individual subjectivity, even 
while relating it to Marxist social theory, I acknowledge 
that this music constitutes such a world within Indian 
society. 

An appropriate inquiry into art music, then, pre
supposes that such music should be considered as a so
cial process, as a value that is produced, consumed and 
exchanged, and as articulating with fundamental aspects 
of social and economic structure-as well as an art form 
and elite code-a cultural practice seen through its own 
discourse. This is particularly obvious in an encounter 
with a cultural practice which is as highly elaborated and 
widely circulated as Indian art music. Accordingly, a mul
tivalent theoretical approach is called for that interposes
rather than juxtaposes-the productive forces and rela
tions of high culture with the entire society's modes of 
production, an approach that integrates culture-internal 
exegesis with social analysis. 

I have dwelled excessively on the potential uses of 
mode of production for the study of musical culture in 
an attempt to detach the concept from the totalizing 
scope of its earlier applications, made in the spirit of 
modernism's "grand theory."5o A differentiated consid-

quasi-global concept. 
5(1 Such thought is particularly associated with World Systems and Dependency 
Theory. 
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eration of materialist perspectives becomes particularly 
crucial when addressing non-Western subjects, for there 
is, even in Marxist studies, a history of European thought 
in which the non-Western subject is a shadowy Other, 
appropriated and represented by the unacknowledged 
"knowing subject" of the West. This tendency becomes 
exacerbated in a postmodern thoughts cape of undifferen
tiated subjects in an unproblematized world of individu
als, texts, and products which is ultimately in tune with 
Western intellectuals as a "dominated fraction of the 
dominant economy" (to adapt Bourdieu) and its horizons 
of global capitalism. 51 Marked by the transparency (read 
"interest") of the Western intellectual, as Gayatri C. 
Spivak argues powerfully, this thoughtscape fails to en
gage non-Western subject positions because it ignores 
the international division of labor: the large-scale pres
ence of paracapitalist labor as well as the heterogeneous 
structural status of agriculture in the non-Western pe
riphery.52 

In speaking for a sophisticated postcolonial cri
tique against a discourse that silences the South Asian 
Other, Spivak also opens up space for addressing differ
ence within that Other. There is a highly developed 
branch of Indian scholarship that has applied Marxist 
premises to Indian economic history, focusing on socio-

51 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice: 122 ff. 
52 Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?": 279ff. In the postmodem marketplace 
of ideas, if particular theoretical positions vary in relation to the issues priori
tized by those assuming them, one has to wonder why the class-power
production nexus is decidedly out of focus in the current climate of Marxist 
theorizing. Clearly, a theory may be "out of style" because it interferes with 
current agendas of theorizing. Theoretical pluralism in ethnography remains to 
be fully problematized; see George E. Marcus and Michael M. J. Fischer, An
thropology as Cultural Critique: An Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences (Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). 
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economic difference. 53 Complemented significantly by 
the historical micro-studies of the Subaltern Studies pro
ject initiated by Ranajit Guha,54 this literature points to 
historically entrenched production arrangements under 
social arrangements of domination and hierarchy. This 
social system of great complexity and conceptual beauty 
is shaped and legitimized by ideological discourse while 
at the same time it articulates exploitative relations of 
production; it is, in Maurice Bloch's words, a "legitimate 
order of inequality."55 Subaltern scholar Dipesh Chakra
barty observes that even to day's "veneer of bourgeois 
equality barely masks the violent, feudal nature of much 
of our systems of power and authority."56 This Indian 
Marxist literature of the feudally-based Indian political 
economy forms an appropriate foundation for my own 
adaptation of Marxist-informed theory to my inquiry into 
art music. 

What follows in the remainder of this paper is an 
outline sketch of how such an approach may enrich the 
ethnographic study of Indian art music through its mak
ers. To explore the circumstances and contexts that mo
tiva te social/musical actors in specific places and times 

53 This scholarship is often enriched by a Marxist theoretical orientation, and 
by extensive documentation on production and surplus appropriation gener
ated by imperial and colonial interests. A good basic source is the Cambndge 
Economic History of India (fapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib, ed., The Cam
bridge Economic History of India, I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) 
and Dharma Kumar and Meghnad Desai, ed., The Cambridge Economic History of 
India, II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982». 
54 See Partha Chatterjee and Gyanendra Pandey, Subaltern Studies: Writings on 
South Asian History and Society (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
55 Bloch, "Property and the End of Affinity," 203. 

56 Dipesh Chakrabarty, "Invitation to a Dialogue," in Subaltern Studies, ed. Rana
jit Guha and Gayatti C. Spivak (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 
276. 
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requires an approach that is interpretive but yields hy
pothesis and deduction to collaboration and discovery 
alongside those actors: a socially (and musically) integra
tive approach. I propose to move into the mode of an 
ethnography informed by a social theory that offers tools 
for understanding the sounds, words, and actions of art 
musicians in pre-Independence India by situating the re
lations of musical life within the broader social relations 
of the society's dominant mode of production. Although 
space does not permit hearing from individual musi
cians-nor addressing underlying issues of polyvocahty 
and engagement with individual subjectivities-my 
commitment is to individuals and to grounding as well as 
nuandng the inevitable generalizations that accompany 
this preliminary outline of highly differentiated individual 
and collective practices. 

Indian wealth has, for centuries, been based on ag
ricultural surplus produced by peasant cultivators and 
appropriated as well as (re)distributed by land-controlling 
non-producers. In Northern India this feudal mode of 
production has continued to be crucial to the agricultural, 
land-owning heartland of Hindustani music (essentially the 
Indo-Gangetic Plain, with its center between Delhi and 
Benares).57 In this region where land revenue constituted 

57 There is a rich literature on the economic history of this region. See C. A. 
Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, and Bazaars: North Indian S otie!] in the Age 0/ British Ex
pansion, 1770-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Michael H. 
Fisher, A Clash 0/ Cultures: Awadh, the British and the Mughafs (London: Sangam 
Books, 1988); B. N. Ganguli, ed., Readings in Indian Economic History (London: 
Asia Publishing House, 1964); Irfan Habib, The Agrarian System 0/ Mughal India, 
1556-1707 (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1963); B. P. Mazumdar, Sotio
Economic History of Northern India, 1030-1194 AD (Calcutta: Mukhopadhyay, 
1960); Raychaudhuri and Habib, ed., The Cambridge Ecollomic History 0/ India, I; 
Ram Sharan Sharma, Indian Feudalism: c. 300-1200 (Calcutta: University of Cal
cutta, 1965); D. C. Sircar, ed., Land System and Feudalism in Antient India (Cal-
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half of provincial revenues until 1940, feudal landowners 
were protected throughout British rule, both directly, and 
in the form of princely states. 58 Landed wealth has also 
for centuries constituted the major source of patronage 
for music. 59 

Marx makes reference to feudalism throughout his 
work, but always in the service of explaining capitalism; 
it therefore remained for scholars of non-capitalist socie
ties to fully theorize the feudal mode of production. 
Barry Hindess and Paul Q. Hirst's seminal work on the 
feudal mode of production starts from the basic notion 
that feudal production encompasses both material and 
social components (or forces and relations of produc
tion).60 Forces of production include means and labor 

cutta: University of Calcutta, 1966) and V. B. Singh, Economic History of India, 
1857-1956 (Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1965). 
58 Stokes, TheArabesk Debate, 84. 
59 See William Hoey, Memoirs of Delhi and Faizabad, II, translation of Tarikh 
Farah Bakhsh by Muhammad Faiz Bakhsh (Allahabad, India, 1889) and Hakim 
Mohammad Karam Imam, "Ma'danu'l-Musiq~'" translated in part by Govind 
Vidyarthia under the title "Melody through the Centuries," Sangeet Natak 
Akademi Bulletin 11/12 (1959-60): 6-14, 13-26, 30, 49. For evocative cultural 
and historically appropriate background see Vikrarn Seth, A Suitable Bqy (Bos
ton: Little Brown and Co., 1993): chapter 2, sections 2-5, and chapter 6, sec
tions 1,2, and 27; and the nostalgic Satyajit Ray film The Music Room (jalsaghar). 
An aside worth noting is that among British nobility an official ideology favor
ing feudal landholdings continues to support such holdings to this day. 
611 Theirs remains the standard theory of pre-capitalist modes of production; 
see Barry Hindess and Paul Q. Hirst, Pm-Capitalist Modes of Produdion (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975). Important applications of the mode of pro
duction model to surplus-producing pre-capitalist societies are by Perry Ander
son, Lineages of the Absolute State (London: NLB, 1974); idem, Passages from Antiq
uity to Feudalism (London: NLB, 1974); and MauriceBloch, "Property and the 
End of Affinity." In this context, it needs to be emphasized that Marx's own 
concept of an "Indian" mode of production, based on nineteenth century In
dological constructs has long been invalidated by later scholarship; the seminal 
critique is by Daniel Thorner, "Marx on India and the Asiatic Mode ofProduc-
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(i.e. land and farming)-the direct economic means of 
production. Feudal relations of production include two 
crucial elements of control that together create a particu
lar complex of exploitation. The first is the appropriation 
of surplus labor in a form controlled by the landowner: 
the producer has to turn over the product of his labor 
beyond what he needs to subsist and reproduce himself; 
he is unable to realize the value of the surplus himself. 61 

The second element is the exclusion of the producer 
from his means of production: access and use of the land 
is controlled by the landowner through property and 
ownership. Specific legal and political conditions ensure 
the maintenance of this control, while ideological social 
relations form part of "the conditions of existence" of 
the mode of production overall. 62 These conditions 
prominently include the devaluation of labor and the 
mystification of the value it produces, since it is not la
bor but land ownership that results in surplus wealth. 63 

Without being able to expand here on the particu
lars of this economic-social nexus, I wish to interrogate 
the Hindustani music making process through the prism 
of these relations of production, on the premise that it 
may help render concrete the social nature of music, 
which, just like land or products, is the result of social 
and economic relationships. Traditionally, hereditary mu
sicians have been considered service professionals who 

tion," Contn"butions to Indian S odology 9 (1966); see also Hindess and Hirst, Pre
Capitalist Modes of Production. 
61 The unmodified masculine pronouns 'he' and 'his' are used deliberately to 
signal the patriarchal subsumption of female productive labor-as well as 
property-by means of an entrenched system of patrilineal kinship and inhen-
tance. 
62 Hindess and Hirst, Pre-Capitalist Modes o/Production, 15. 
63 TIlls ideology has extended to the commodity production by artisans and 
persists to this day; see Chakrabarty, "Invitation to a Dialogue." 
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offer their (musical) skill to a patron, not their product. 
They. enter a feudal relationship of service which ties the 
person to the patron because the patron controls access 
to the means of (musical) production, i.e., the perform
ance venue and audience. Thus producers of music are 
essentially servants who may only get enough reward to 
reproduce themselves, i.e. to survive and train students. 

Within this service relationship, however, a musi
cian has the freedom to create what he wants, and he 
may be rewarded royally at any time (or not at all), for his 
product does not have a price tag. Music is not for sale 
and the labor that creates music is itself worthless. It is 
the person who gets rewarded, whether he performed 
one or five pieces, for five minutes or five days; hence 
music is not measured in either duration or number of 
units. Old musicians still talk of luxurious subsistence at 
courts and of rewards that varied with the effect of the 
music on the audience and the noble patron's mood. 
Perhaps significantly, the labor of acquiring the skills to 
produce music is a highly elaborated part of the repro
ductive ideology of musicians, precisely because it does 
not figure as a value within the productive relations of 
music making. 

But the art musician's product is also a service, 
and as such no different from other feudal personal ser
vices (e.g., those of a barber or cook). What is different 
is the content and use of the product music. The musi
cian is the specialist who controls both the musical lan
guage and its performance. This freedom gives him the 
possibility to exceed his own limits: it gives him a unique 
voice. Different from the cook, he is inseparable from 
his product, the only servant who shares the feudal salon 
as a full participant in the highest elite events. What he 
speaks musically is of course subject to control, but that 
is an arbitrary, negotiated control of the person, not of 
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the mUS1C as such. The mus1CIans are in charge of the 
rules, and there is no separate canon of musical works, 
since ragas and song compositions are inherited individu
ally and transmitted orally. In fact, the musical "work" is 
created in a spontaneous process of negotiation between 
performer and listeners; the basis of improvisation turns 
out to be social. 

Meanwhile, within this productive system of the 
larger society, traditional hereditary musicians have their 
own, endogamous and closely controlled mode of pro
ducing music. Training is within families, and the means 
of production-musical knowledge and performance 
skills-are tightly controlled by the master. He exercises 
coercive control over the student; indeed, according to 
numerous musicians, harsh beatings are an accepted 
norm, even a necessity.64 A supportive ideology advo
cates labor through a mystique of practicing (riya:i).65 
Central to this ideology of transmission is the concept 
and ritual of discipleship.66 Discipleship means life-long 
allegiance, since in productive terms it offers the student 
access to the means of musical production in return for a 
share of the surplus he will gain later as a producer of 
music. Understandably, teachers have been reluctant to 

64 Hamid Husain, conversation with the author in Karachi, 1969; Bahadur 
Khan, conversation with author in Lucknow, 1984; Nasir Kahn, conversation 
with author in Delhi, 1984; Sabri Kahn, conversation with author in Delhi, 
1984. 
65 See Neuman, The Life of Music in North India and James Kippen, The Tabla of 
Lucknow: A Cultural Ana!ysis of a Musical Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1988). 
66 Brian Silver, "On Becoming an Ustad: Six Life-Sketches in the Evolution of 
a Gharana," Asian Music 7, no. 2 (1976): 27-58; idem, "The Adab of Musi
cians," in Moral Conduct and Authority, ed. Barbara Daly Metcalf (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984) and Raghava R. Menon, 
Discovering Indian Music (Tumbridge Wells, Kent Abacus Press, 1973). 
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accept students from outside, and the process of repro
ducing productive skills has remained internal to the he
reditary musicians' kin group. Hence also the resistance 
of musicians to having their musical knowledge con
verted into writing by learned music scholars, most 
prominently, the great musicologist Pandit Bhatkhande in 
the 1920s.67 Even today the erudite music writer Arvind 
Parikh is opposed to putting in writing what he has 
learned from the great sitar master Vilayat Khan. 68 

The actual production of music, however, requires 
a consumer of the product and an arena for its consump
tion where its value is realized: the performance. The 
event of a musical performance offers a shared moment 
of consumption which means entering in personal rela
tionship with the product and directly recovering its use 
value. Paraphrasing Jean Baudrillard, it is a moment of 
strong psychological and social charge, exactly because it 
avoids exchange value. 69 Here the musician is the master 
of his product; assiduous striving gives way to spontane
ous ease, for masters do not practice. The earlier labor of 
practicing is ignored when the musical product is deliv
ered. In this process he, the servant, takes on the ways of 
patrons. The art music ensemble offers a replication of 
the power hierarchy on which the musician depends. The 
lead musician controls a hierarchical performance struc
ture of soloist over accompanist, singer over instrumen
talist, melodic over rhythmic accompanist. 7u In improvis-

67 Yaqub Khan, conversation with author in Lucknow, 1984 and Sobhana 
Nayar, Bhatkhande's Contribution to Music: A Historical Perspective (Bombay: Popu
lar Prakashan, 1989). 
68 Arvind Parikh, conversation with author in Bombay, 1993. 
69 Jean Baudrillard, The MirrorrfProduction (St. Louis: Telos Press, 1975),97. 
711 In recent decades this ranking among accompanists (and their seating order) 
has been reversed in favor of rhythm, as drummers have gained popular ac
claim on the now public concert stage. 
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ing, the master acts out the arbitrariness of the power 
holder. He plays with, and even contests, the relations of 
dominance and subordination, all the while affirming the 
courtly pyramid of lead musician, support singer, instru
mental accompanists, melodic over rhythmic focus, pedi
greed over newly introduced repertoire. Labor is replaced 
by inspiration, mastery acts out the master. 

Most importantly, the musical experience is quite 
explicitly identified as a shared meal, literally "food of 
the soul" (ruhani ghiza), but a meal that is created jointly 
by host and cook. Both formal banquet and circle of in
timacy, the meal is shared; yet the fundamental distinc
tion between producer and patron, performer and lis
tener remains. Musicians, not patrons, present estab
lished dishes to be judged; they also dish up innovations 
to be tasted and accepted into the dominant cuisine by 
patrons. Musical judgment and even competence are not 
uncommonly found among patrons, some of whom have 
been acknowledged disciples of their musicians. 

Yet, feudal patrons have music performed for 
them, even when they are competent to do so them
selves-why? I believe that the ideology of labor de
valuation is a deeply meaningful corollary of the feudal 
devaluation of productive labor; and to have labor per
formed by others is a fundamental diagnostic of status in 
this feudally-based economy.71 Both make it necessary for 
a feudal patron to have music, like other products, pro-

71 This standard distinction between fonns of transitive verbs culminates in the 
hierarchical trinity of the foundational verb to do; kama, karana, karvana respec
tively designate "to do (something)," "to have (something) done," and "to 
cause (someone) to have (something) done," so as to take care of non-laboring 
intennecliaries who pass down orders to producers. For an early report from a 
Lucknow feudal establishment see Mrs. B. Mit Hassan Ali, Observations on the 
Mussulmans of India: Descriptive of Their Manners, Custom~; Habits and Religious Opin
ions, second edition edited by W. Crooke (London: Clarendon Press, 1917). 
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duced through the labor of service professionals. In 
Northern India this musical practice is further reinforced 
by the negative valuation of music in Islam, long the re
ligion of the ruling elites. Indeed, it has been suggested 
that the combination of this ideology with feudalism has 
created the conditions for professionalized "fine arts."72 
Most obvious is the entrenchment in language 
(Urdu/Hindi) of the logical and above all social
economic differentiation between singing or playing 
(gana, bqjana) and causing someone else to sing or play 
(gavana, bqjvana). 

Constitutive as well as expressive of these produc
tive relations is a historically entrenched "habitus" of 
ideation and practice which shapes social relations and 
frames them structurally, including relations of cultural 
production. 73 Habitus permeates historically-received so
cial processes of culture-making, thereby marking spe
cific cultural norms and forms. At the center of what this 
habitus creates and recreates is what Gramsci has termed 
hegemony, a lived system of meanings and values, domi
nant and effective, a "culture" in the widest sense, in·· 
eluding the lived dominance and subordination of par
ticular classes.74 "Culture," then, is the apparatus and 
process of articulating hegemony in the face of contra
dictory experience among vast majorities of classes 
whose productive contribution it denies even as they par· 
ticipate in producing culture. But their very participation 
also makes culture a distinct and possibly a safe space for 
opposition and self-assertion. Here we find the essence 

72 See Philip K. Hitti, History of the Awbs (London: McMillan, 1970). 

73 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice and idem, The Field of Cultural Productio1l. 
74 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, 110 and idem, Problems in Material
ism and Culture, 38. 
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of subalternity: "the composite culture of resistance to 
and acceptance of domination and hierarchy."75 
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Within this wider notion of culture, Indian art 
music with its ability to convey interiority and its explicit 
substantiality as a "nourishment for the soul" occupies a 
special place of importance as a meeting and mediating 
space between feudal classes because it articulates emo
tions that support conscious understanding, creating a 
unity of thought and feeling. Thus activated, bonds of 
shared "structures of feeling"76 which are encoded in mu
sic can, and do, transcend social boundaries and invoke 
an intimacy and reciprocity that are both absent from the 
relations of production and the asymmetrical social rules 
that govern feudal musicians and their masters. 77 

The interplay of musical relations with social rela
tions in the strategies of art musicians is, however, ulti
mately a matter of individual agency; collective social
musical processes are constituted individually by their 
participants, not excluding the author of this study. We 
need to know specific, real-life practice through an eth
nography of participation reflexively positioned within 
the productive relations, musical as well as economic and 
political. Such knowledge is bound to be local, particular, 
grounded in individual lives, so that it may be better un
derstood how the cosmopolitan "art" dimension of mu
sic becomes experiential, active, and thus lived both 
within and across social boundaries. 

75 Chakrabarty, "Invitation to a Dialogue," 376 and Spivak, "Can the Subaltern 
Speak?" 
76 The evocative tenn is Raymond Williams' (Marxism and Literature, 131f£). 
77 An evocative example is Nita Kumar's discussion of musical events spon
sored by the Maharaja of Benares in The Artisans ofBanaras: Popular Culture and 
Identity, 1880-1986 (princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 143ff. 
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The lens of social theory, then, draws the gaze 
toward art music making as an act that embodies social 
affirmation, contestation, even transcendence, and to
ward its sonic message as a complex site of socially 
coded intertextuality. If this is an act of border crossing, 
it also highlights the lack of Robert Shields' "sociality"78 
within the bounds of established art music scholarship. 
Why do those powerful sonic connections remain unver
balized? Why is their "valued world" cordoned off by a 
pervasive scholarly consensus, Indian as well as Western? 
To address these questions is also to problematize music 
scholarship and what motivates its expansion into social 
te:r:rain. 

As a deeply enculturated participant in the world 
of Indian art music, my own motivation to pierce that 
"sounding bubble" has not been music-internal but so
cial, political, and even historical. If mode of production 
theory can concretize the well-guarded social power of 
art music, it will, however, also endanger existing musical 
and scholarly canons. As music academics, can we risk 
abandoning the covert exemption of our own power 
structures from critical scrutiny? 

Veit Erlmann, in his remarkable exploration of 
South African Isicathamiya, interrogates how a given per
formance practice makes sense for those involved in its 
production and reception, and how exactly this sense is 
socially organized and controlled, including the identifica
tion of what he calls "determining forces."79 Pursuing 
such a social engagement with the world of Indian art mu
sic is also an attempt to come to terms with the inevitable 
participation in an exploitative nexus that extends to what-

78 See Shields, Lifestyle Shopping. 
79 Veit Erlmann, Nightsong: Perf01mance, Power, and Practice in South Africa (Chi
cago: Chicago University Press, 1996),44-5. 
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ever role I may assume in my quest for the sublime in 
Hindustani music. How such participation can be put to 
responsible use is a crucial question that has had little 
echo among lovers of the musically sublime. For me, it 
begins with taking the risk of thinking art music socially 
and opening it-and myself-to new problematics, but 
also to new, more humanly oriented musical horizons. 




