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Introduction





Myriad theories in the study of popular culture have attempted to explain the way society works, however none have provided a singular answer.  As Kellner states, cultural studies must be multi-perspectival.  For this reason I will examine Rage Against The Machine, a highly political, controversial, and critical musical group. Many of Rage Against The Machine's ideas portray or assume a Marxist view/explanation of society.  Taking a hegemonic view of popular culture provides an interesting contrast to the views laid out by Marx and those held and purported by Rage Against The Machine.  The primary difference between the two views (Marxism and Hegemony) is the perspective they take - Marxist thought takes a conflict perspective, whereas Hegemony assumes more of an order perspective.  With these two vastly different core assumptions it proves an interesting exercise to examine how Rage Against The Machine functions in society and explains society.  Specifically, how Rage Against The Machine employ Marxism to explain society and how hegemony explains Rage Against The Machine's role in society.


In order to understand Rage Against The Machine's role in society and their view of society one must first obtain an understanding of their politics.  Rage Against The Machine is a liberal rock group whose name aptly explains much of their politics.  The "machine" is what has also been termed "the man," "the system," et al.  Simply put, the machine refers to the social, political and economic structures and systems which are perceived to be in place.  To the band, these structures are highly fascist and authoritarian in their actions and ideologies.  The term "machine" has a meaning which is two-fold: it is both an indictment of the modernist move towards industrialization and scientific justification (regarding things from social Darwinism to exploitation of nature) and holds the implication that the system is like a machine in that it lacks humanity or compassion.  Their specific politics range from indictments of a public school system overwrought with a homogeneity of capitalist curriculum to colonialist foreign policy.





Analysis





Marxism puts forth a few core principles: society is in a state of conflict, historical materialism reinforces the importance of the modes of production, and ruling ideas of a society come from above (the bourgeoisie).  Marx's conflict perspective goes a long way to explaining many of the assumptions he went on to make regarding the relations between the base and superstructure.  Because Marx looks at society as highly conflictual the rest of his theory revolves around the interaction between the two classes.�  Many theorists, such as Durkheim, have seen this as a simplification and argued that without some order nothing would get done in society.  Marxists argue that because of the dominating nature of the bourgeoisie the proletariat is unable to resist - constraints in movement lead to order.


Also key to Marxist thought is the theory that the modes of production are of the utmost importance.  That is, "that how a society produces its means of existence... ultimately determines the political, social and cultural shape of that society and its possible future development (Storey, p.102)."  The possible modes of production Marx listed from history include the slave, feudal, and capitalist systems.  Relations formed between the two classes (slave/master, lord/peasant bourgeois/proletariat), according to Marx, are extremely important in determining the shape of society's institutions.  One reason Marx emphasizes this relationship is because he feels that one's class position is, largely, determined by their relationship to the mode of production (Storey, p. 102).  Not only is the mode of production important in determining the individual class position of people, it is also important in determining the ideological makeup of a society.  In this instance the base, the material world, is affecting the superstructure, the abstract world of ideas.  This theory is often referred to as the reflection theory and shows a self-perpetuating system in which the superstructure (the abstract) is a reflection of the base (reality) and in turn reinforces that reality.  In simpler terms - the relationship can "be seen as the setting of limits, the providing of a specific framework in which some developments are probable and others unlikely (Storey, p. 102)."  Therefore, the base and superstructure reinforce each other AND create the box within which social actors can move.  Marx saw the "ideas of the ruling class" as being the "ruling ideas" of society and thus, the compilation of both the superstructure and base are primarily a result of the ruling classes interests.


Hegemony contrasts very directly with this notion.  While Marxism contends an oppressive and largely illegitimate authority (legitimate only because it says so), hegemony concedes the existence of an authority, but down plays its power and considers it a legitimate compromise of interests and views.  This embodies three key characteristics of hegemony the existence of a consensus or set of common beliefs, consent by the masses - the behavioral result of consensus, and the acknowledgment that the ideological equilibrium is NOT static, rather it is negotiated and therefore a moving equilibrium.  Hegemony goes a long way to explain the lack of social conflicts which Marxism, largely, reduces to constraints from above (Storey, p. 123-4).  


Gramsci, a leader in hegemonic theory, expands upon the theory's acknowledgment of an authority and states that "hegemony is organized by...organic intellectuals (Storey, p. 125)."  These organic intellectuals are largely responsible for the creation of social ideological structures (mass media, education, organized religion) and thoughts (Storey, p. 126),  thereby setting up what Marx may have referred to as the superstructure.  Hegemony contends, though, that even though these organic intellectuals and their given groups (the media, education, and religion) may hold some measure of control, they are not oppressive in nature - rather there is "a compromise equilibrium" (as Gramsci calls it) which is essentially the sum of ideologies from both above and below.  This is not to imply that the subordinate groups have an equal say, but they do have some say and are made some "concessions" from above.  In fact, the subordinate groups of a society "can never be allowed to challenge the economic (or ideological) fundamentals of class power (Storey, p. 126)."  This is why capitalism will, barring revolution, forever be the dominant economic system in America.  An added wrinkle which Gramsci speaks to is given in Storey's example of Bob Marley's music.  Bob Marley, while speaking against a capitalist economic system, is contributing to its success by signing to and selling records for a capitalist record company.  This final wrinkle might prove more salient given Rage Against The Machine as my cultural object of choice.  


I will look at three primary aspects of Rage Against The Machine: a) Rage Against The Machine are very Marxist in their views of culture and society and b) as a result, grant little merit to the hegemonic theory of compromise.  And c) based upon the hegemonic view of society Rage Against The Machine are an interesting cultural study because they, like Bob Marley, are working for a system they don't believe in and are on the ideological fringe which, as Kellner points out (p. 112-113), might be more important than other theories would otherwise imply.


Rage Against The Machine apply several Marxist theories/perspectives to their views on society, many of which come through in their music. Rage Against The Machine take the three aforementioned principles outlined in Marxism and apply them to modernity and (especially American) society. For example, the Marxist notion of ideas coming from above (as opposed to a hegemonic view of a changing and compromising equilibrium of ideology) is stressed throughout Rage Against The Machine's work. 


"The present curriculum / I put my fist in 'em / Eurocentric every last one of 'em / See right through the red white and blue disguise / With lecture I puncture the structure of lies / Installed in our minds and attempting / To hold us back / We've got to take it back / 'Cause holes in our spirit causin' tears and fears / One-sided stories for years and years and years / I'm inferior? Who's inferior? / Yea we need to check the interior / Of the system that cares about only one culture / And that is why / We gotta take the power back."





In the above passage Rage Against The Machine's indictments of eurocentric curriculum are very closely related to Marxist thought regarding the base/superstructure relationship. Rage Against The Machine speak against a culturally biased and oppressive superstructure (in this case - education) which they feel have taken the power from the people. In the final line lead singer De La Rocha makes the statement "we gotta take the power back," which is a very Marxian appeal to mass social unification and movement. Marx, who ends the Communist Manifesto "Workers of the world - UNITE!," felt the role of sociological study and criticism was to enact change, not just alter our view of society. Certainly the same spirit can be seen in Rage Against The Machine's work. 


"Corporations cold / Turn you to stone before you realize / They load the clip in omnicolor / Said they pack the 9, they fire it at prime time / The sleeping gas, every home was like Alcatraz / And mutha fuckas lost their  minds...Believin' all the lies that they're telling ya / Buyin' all the products that they're selling ya...Just victims of the in-house drive-by / They say jump, you say how high."





This time turning their focus to corporate structures (as opposed to education), Rage Against The Machine criticizes the media and corporations for the intellectual and cultural equivalent of a drive-by murder. Taking the Marxist view of class exploitation, Rage Against The Machine imply an even higher level of control with the quote: "they say jump, you say how high."


Rage Against The Machine's role in modern society, as might be defined by Gramsci and other hegemonic theorists, contrasts with their perception of society and what role they might play if society is the way Marxism sees it.  Despite their strictly anti-capitalist beliefs Rage Against The Machine are in fact aiding the capitalist economic structure by signing to, and making money for, a major record label (Sony). Additionally, it is interesting to note how if Rage Against The Machine were operating in a Marxist view of society (as they believe they are) would have far less ability to change society than if they were operating in a hegemonic view of society.  Because hegemony views society’s makeup “as a ‘negotiated’ mix of intentions and counter-intentions; both from ‘above’ and from ‘below,’” it would appear that as a group from ‘below’ Rage Against The Machine would have some influence in a hegemonic society.  Further, hegemo
