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MUSIC-BODIES-POLITICS

geographies of psychedelic rave culture in Goa

Music, like drugs, is intuition, a path to knowledge. A path? No – a battlefield.

(Attali 1977: 20)

· music, meaning, materiality ·

The meaning of music – how original is that. Philosophers and musicologists have argued about this topic for centuries. But has everything been said? In this paper I want to join a line of thought which is still very much developing. This line thinks the meaning of music as a material process, instead of a mental state. Sociologists and some ethnomusicologists have always complained that philosophy of music and musicology have done everything to remove music from its social, economic and technical contexts. Even recent efforts like the collection Rethinking music (Cook & Everist eds. 1999) have hardly corrected that. Music in musicology remains something formal, written down in scores and detailed analysis, dismembered, immaterial, unchanging. 

On the other hand, neuroscientists have claimed to account for the immediate effects music has on the brain. But this is not exactly the materialism I’m looking for. These scientists still rest heavily on the Cartesian mind/body split, which I dislike (as most people do nowadays). Music then acts upon the brain in ways that are representable and predictable in mathematical language refined over many decades. The ways that music acts is then universalised, becomes an ideal-type formula severed from the actual materialities of listening subjects of flesh and blood, and from the material context of listening. Neuroscience isn’t materialism, therefore, but idealism.

Meaning has to be approached not from a dualistic materialism but from what Andrew Pickering (1995) has called the ‘mangle of practice’, in which both ideas and materials do their thing. This sort of materialism doesn’t discredit subjectivity or objectivity in any way. On the contrary, it sees them as fascinating problems to be investigated. Subjectivities and objectivities are situated, relational effects of heterogenous arrangements and connections. Heterogenous precisely because they gear together humans as well as sounds as well as technologies as well as texts. The coherence of this heterogenity is not given but dynamic. It has to be actively sustained by the internal elements moving through it and the external elements it encounters. The heterogenity becomes meaningful when an external entity grasps it. For instance, an assemblage of bones, feathers, chirping means ‘edible bird’ for the cat. Meaning isn’t the mental or linguistic ‘representation’ of an ontologically separate material world, as many in the human sciences still implicitly hold. Following Brian Massumi (1992), I’d like to treat meaning as force. We have to look not at what signs represent, but what forces do.

Music is a force. What does it do? It connects, disconnects, envelops, merges, clashes, amplifies, mutes. Where does it go? How did it get there? Who does it love?

· Goa ·

The case through which I’d like to think music, meaning and materiality, is the psychedelic rave scene in Goa. Goa, a former Portuguese colony, is a coastal state with a little over a million inhabitants a few hundred kilometers to the south of Bombay. Its beaches are among the best in India. That is, they are long, white, sunny, lined with palm trees, and relatively clean and cheap and quiet. Towards the end of the sixties, when India was known in the West as the province of spirituality and authenticity, Goa’s beaches were rediscovered by hippies. By the mid-seventies they had stamped an own culture out of the ground, centered around taking drugs, swimming in the nude, and listening to rock music. In the mean time a tourism industry complete with hotels and charter flights was quickly developing in former fisher villages like Calangute and Baga.

But the tourism in the area around Anjuna remained comparatively undeveloped. Up to this day, tourists in Anjuna stay in simple rooms rented from local families, and the ‘freak’ past of the village is still visible in the mixture of nearly-resident hippies, globetrotters, newagers, ravers, artists, musicians and saddhus which congregate there every winter. Before Goa was placed on the map of the global tourism industry, there were hardly any domestic tourists to be seen on the Goan beaches. However, news of the white tourists, especially the naked female ones, rapidly spread all over India, and by the late seventies the majority of tourists came from India, especially Bombay. By 1997 the number of visitors to Goa during winter outnumbered the number of Goans.

· Goa trance ·

Anjuna has a long history of hybrid economics. Hybrid as in: between illegal and legal, between informal and taxed, between local and intercontinental. Back in the seventies, the hippies had done an efficient job in establishing Goa as a port for the international traffic of drugs. Not only was there a big demand in Goa for LSD and cocaine from the West, but heroin and hash could be smuggled back to Europe and America via Bombay. The hippies would hold all-night parties on the beach, especially at full moon and on Christmas and New Year. They’d play psychedelic and progressive rock on cassettes brought from their homecountries. Often there was live rock too, amplified through equipment supplied by Goans. A couple of local village women sold chai (tea), snacks and cigarets at the parties. Once in a while, a cop would come, and they’d bribe him to keep him quiet.

Parties were intimate and generally held some distance from the village, so the villagers could sleep. Both Goans and older hippies can be quite nostalgic about how parties in those happy days represented a more or less symbiotic relationship between locals and foreigners. Whatever the real peace and love content of the scene back then was, there is no denying that the political-economic conditions for the later development of a rave scene were already present.

The music played in Anjuna was always music to get stoned to. Pink Floyd, the Greatful Dead, Bob Marley, the Beatles, the Doors, Led Zeppelin, even some Parliament. Then, in the mid-eighties, something quite unexpected started happening, something shrouded in mythical narratives of origin common to any musical genre. Music in Goa started becoming electronic. Music-lovers were taping more and more of the post-new wave synth pop, especially extended remixes and B-sides. The people on acid started preferring the weird noises made possible by synthesizers to the wah-wah of Jimi Hendrix. This music was more danceable too. As house and techno were developing in Chicago, Detroit and New York, acidheads in Goa started looping the bits they liked by sticking pieces of magnetic tape together, exchanging the tapes with friends, becoming deejays. Certain of the more atmospheric and ethnic-inspired tracks of the electro, acidhouse, dub, ambient, techno scenes in Europea and America became veritable ‘dance hits’ in Anjuna at the closing of the eighties. People at parties no longer just sat there staring into candle flames, but actually danced, and the acid made them dance very long, and they felt very much connected and alive.

Back in Britain and Germany, the Goa freaks started trying to make music which captured those feelings best. They brought the resulting music to Goa. Thus, there was a rapid circuit being constructed of music being made in the West, but danced to in Goa. In 1992 or 1993, the Goa freaks were confident enough that something new was happening, and christened the new music Goa trance. A year later and you could hardly hear any other music in the bars, restaurants, markets and parties of Anjuna. What’s more, the psychedelic atmosphere of Anjuna’s parties, complete with the decorations, Hindu imagery, performances, chai and of course LSD, was simulated by travellers across the world. Goa trance raves and club nights were held not only in Britain, Germany and Scandanavia, but in Thailand, Japan, South Africa, France, the Netherlands, Australia, Argentina, Hongary. Especially Israelis are big Goa fans. After being known in the seventies and early eighties as hippie Mecca, ‘Goa’ was resignified as traveller rave capital of the planet. Even though you could find Goa trance compilations in record shops and read about it once in a while in trendy magazines, the main media through which it spread were Internet and the travellers themselves.

A little diversion on the music itself might be useful. A formal interpretation indeed – but I’ll be talking about its material effectivity in due time.

Goa trance is faster than most techno and house, going at 140 to 155 bpm. The kick drum, invariably produced by the Roland TR909 drum machine, has always been prominent to the expense of hi-hats, claps and other percussion. In other words, Goa trance is throbbing and totally unfunky. This non-connection to black music might be a reason why Goa trance audiences in the UK and US are nearly exclusively white (note the historic analogy with psychedelic rock). The kick and heavy bassline have become more prominent as the music evolved. Traditionally, in the treble regions, the narrative and uplifting effect of LSD is s(t)imulated by long-stretched arpeggiated eighth- or sixteenth-note staccato melodies usually in Eastern-influenced scales. These scales are compellingly coded as ‘mysterious’ in Western perception. Mysterious, but not contemplative as the sitar is: the sheer speed of the notes and the supporting kick drum turn the drone-like structures into something much more predictable and danceable. Gradual changes in filter frequency cut-off and resonance, made famous by the legendary Roland TB303 in acidhouse, are programmed meticulously. The sounds then customarily pass reverb, phaser and delay effects.

The overall result is a steady hypnotic swirl of sounds, sucking you into a sort of auditory equivalent of a fractal. A trip indeed. Unlocalisable samples and strange squelchy noises are scattered all over and enhance the hallucinogenic thrust. Some tracks contain samples from sci-fi movies; science and science-fiction figure profusely in the imagery of group and track titles, CD covers, Internet discussion groups, and websites. Goa trance, or psychedelic trance as it was gradually called in some countries, became darker and more repetitive after about 1997, abandoning the complex multi-melody mindscaping for a more brutal and scarier, but still psychedelic kind of techno. Cross-fertilisations with house and breakbeats have never been successful; on the other hand, influences of the more Ecstasy-driven forms of trance can be sometimes heard in the mornings at Goa trance parties.

Time for the material effectivity. Time to appreciate Goa trance not just as ‘music’, but as event.

· Goa trance parties ·

Anjuna’s psychedelic raves – I’ll just continue calling them ‘parties’ like everyone else – take place on the grounds of restaurants or rented spaces in the forest, on the beach or on hills. The party season starts in the end of November and lasts until March or April. There are parties at least a couple of times a week, attracting anything from a few hundred to several thousands of attendants. That is, if there is no so-called party ban. Party bans are regularly imposed by courts and police and they show how strikingly precarious the organisation of the Goa trance scene in Goa is, how dodgy its political economy. Because any amplified music after 10 p.m. is illegal in Goa, every party is technically breaking the law. The police and sometimes the judiciary have had to be systematically bribed since the beginning of the rave scene. The baksheesh comes from the profit of the bar at the party and the hat that sometimes goes around in mornings, when the police threaten to close the party down. For you can never be sure whether your ‘permit’ – the word itself is obscene – is legitimate or not, whether the party can go on till 6, 8, or later. The cops can just turn up and order the party to stop, for many varied reasons, for instance, because their relationship to a competing party organiser has suddenly become more favourible, or because there’s been a change in government.

Proper clubs in the touristy areas, which are now rapidly being taken over by British capital (see what happened in Ibiza), pay off enormous sums at the highest level, i.e. to politicians, and so needn’t fear the police. But the parties in Anjuna are a little trickier, being driven more by a drugs economy and regularly receiving harsh criticism from the press, Catholic activists, and the Hindu-nationalist BJP. When we forget about the moral panic sustaining this criticism, the often-heard remark that Goa trance has maybe not caused, but certainly worsened India’s deeply nestled corruption, seems valid. Whether there is music or silence in Anjuna depends on all sorts of obscure power balances and dirty politics at levels unfanthomable for most attending the actual parties. Anyway, who cares - they’re just glad when they can dance.

This is how you generally experience a party. Sunset makes the people flock from the beach to their favourite bars. Nine Bar, on top of a cliff at Vagator Beach, is a popular spot. This is the time to get your first joints and chillums (traditional Indian hash pipes) circulating, maybe have a couple of beers, and start nodding or dancing to the music. By about 9 p.m., you go for dinner, relax a bit, have more joints. Then the agendas diverge. If you’re an Anjuna regular, that is, if you come every year for several months, you’re likely to continue relaxing till 3 or 4 a.m., or even dawn. If you’re a backpacker, or a domestic or package tourist, and in Goa only for one or two weeks, you’ll be dancing much sooner. The music starts pounding properly by about midnight. Between 3 and 5 a.m. the parties are generally at their peak, in terms of number of people dancing. Seventy to ninety percent of these people are Indians, mostly groups of young men.

A peak – but not in the eyes of the Anjuna regulars, the veritable Goa freaks, the acidheads, some of the older hippies. For them the real party starts only in the morning. Apart from the profound symbolism of the sunrise at Goa trance parties, they just don’t like mixing in with the two-week crowd, the crowd that drinks and only takes E, or worse, speed and ketamine; comes in taxis and not on their own motorbikes, dresses square, stares at girls, doesn’t really know much about the music, its philosophy, its movements. On the dancefloor there have been little disturbances as Indians and foreigners bump into each other, especially drunk Indian tourists bumping into white girls. Middle-class Indian tourists are numerous and nearly exclusively male, and there’s no communication whatsoever between them and others. Even if they genuinely enjoy themselves on the music and the majority of them aren’t out for flirting with girls, no-one likes them. The really rich Indians, some of them quite famous business, fashion and TV people, stay in the five-star hotels and holiday apartments. There are some which mix with the foreign tourists.

But all these are contaminants to subcultural purity. The Goa freaks appear on the dancefloor when the Indians and the tourists start leaving. Before that, they patiently sit out the night on the mats next to the dancefloor. At every party, there is an enormous area which could be called the chill-out zone, with hundreds of kerosene lamps, making it resemble a huge Oriental bazaar. The chill-out is based on what I call the mat economy: local people, mostly women, sitting stoically through the night, fighting their sleep, selling chai, coffee, snacks, cigarets, omlette sandwiches, fruit etc. with mats infront of them on which you sit before you dance. The competition is fierce, and often women get into arguments about in whose mat a stoned foreigner is actually sitting or lying down. This mat economy represents the consent of the subalterns. The reason why they’ll protest against party bans. On the mats, the Anjuna regulars are waiting, the smell of hash fumes spreading above them, chatting, drinking chai, getting their acid (most dealers hang around in the mat area), until there’s place for them. When you’d ask them why they’re not dancing, you’d hear, ‘Too many people’.

Getting to parties can be troublesome. You never know for sure if there’s going to be one in the first place. There are hardly ever flyers or posters. You have to rely on the rumours you hear during the day, in beach shacks, or from taxi wallahs. They are often the best source: mobile and savvy, they speak Konkani and Hindi. If you’re an Anjuna regular, you’ll know how to get to the location, but if you don’t, the badly lit, narrow and potholed roads going through ricepaddy fields aren’t easy to navigate. Before, when the parties were less monopolised by a few big venues, it was fun finding the parties by ear. This is what you do: get about ten bikes together, drive in the general direction, then everyone stops, switches off her or his engine, listens carefully, and continues driving in the direction where the kick drum was heard.

Upon arrival, more disorienting experiences. Motorbikes, scooters, vans, cars and autorikshaws are chaotically parked all over. In the darkness and blinding headlights it’s difficult to see where the parking lot is supposed to be. What is the road, the paddyfield, the beach, the ditch, and what is someone’s garden? And the same problem arises when you need to pee – obviously there are no toilets at a rave in Goa. The problem of darkness persists when you try to get to the party, even at the party itself. Often you need to work your way through through bushes, rocks, sand, fields, blindly heading to where the music is coming from. Prudence is still advised at the party, where irregularities everywhere caution you to keep your balance. At Shorebar, you can easily fall off the dancefloor into someone’s lap sitting on mats. At Bamboo Forest you could poke your eye in some bush while doing some overenthousiastic dance movement. At Disco Valley you could well break your leg if you’ve forgotten where the rocks are on the dancefloor. The dancefloor isn’t stable ground in Anjuna.

But then again, this is the charm of the scene: its intertwining with nature (with a capital n). The presence of sand, red rocks, ocean, paddyfields, vegetation (notably palm trees), even other people’s gardens, makes it all the more exciting and authentic. Any Goatrancer will tell you that the parties in Goa are the real thing, with the stars and moon above, the sea wind, the fluid boundaries of party space. No roofs, no walls – how unlike the indoor happenings at home. No entry charge, queus, bouncers, guest lists, surveillance cameras, cloakroom, fire extinguishers, first aid. This is clubbing in the wildernis.

But obviously, the clubbing itself needs some modification of the natural environment to call it clubbing space. Nicely metonymic are for example the Om and yin-yang symbols painted on the trunks of coconut trees in fluorescent paint. Nature is cool but just not enough: it has to have that little psychedelic touch. Om, by the way, is omnipresent in the Goa trance scene: on stickers, as tattoos, drawn in the sand, on websites, vehicles, clothing. It’s one of those Hindu elements that was appropriated to signify ancient Indianness, mystery, sacredness, cosmic rapture. Apart from the usual hallucinogenic clichés – mushrooms, planets, spirals, bubbles – you can also see Ganeshas and Shivas in the fluo paintings hung up by artists at parties. The paint lights up brightly by virtue of the UV-lamps, usually the only lamps on and around the dancefloor, around which large insects twitch. Parties are livened up by fire jugglers, fire-eaters, fireworks, and bonfires. Further visual decorations include fluorescent ropes, Christmas lighting, sometimes film projection, and a rare strobe. And if it’s full moon, of course, the scene gets that eerie silvery flavour so celebrated in film and literature.

The music is loud. It is powered by huge petrol generators rattling somewhere behind the deejay. The whole electric circuit at a party seems quite haphazard; subjecting it to safety regulations would be a ridiculous undertaking. Sometimes the circuit breaks down, you can hear the jack being fitted back into the Minidisc player. Remember, all this equipment has been set up for this night only mostly by people who can hardly be called professionals. Deejays use MDs, but it used to be DAT cassettes. Vinyl melts and gets dirty in Goa, and most Goa trance deejays aren’t great mixers anyway. But their music travels far – you can hear it kilometers away, depending on the wind. Locals often complain about noise pollution. Imagine going to church on Sunday morning in your little coastal village with Goa trance as Muzak. It’s mostly the elderly who stay awake, and sometimes a more conservative resident (generally a Catholic who doesn’t make any money off tourism) might phone the police, who won’t do a thing when they’re properly bribed. But most villagers accept the nuisance. Everyone knows that without parties there wouldn’t be any business. Seasons like the last one (2000-2001) with a party ban in place greatly affects the income during winter. Since the locals and seasonal workers living off the raves are mostly poor, they are quite dependent on the very sounds that keep their bodies turning at night.

Walls of loudspeakers stand menacingly on four corners of the dance floor. Most of the electric energy goes into the bass, so that just passing infront of the speakers makes your intestines twirl. Then again, you might be one of those freaks who would crawl into the speaker if it was possible. All the people around the speaker don’t dance with each other, but with the speaker. They face it. They embrace it. It’s the source of the music, at least, as far as this corner of the dance floor is concerned.

It depends on how the dancefloor slopes, but most of the dancing crowd is located in the middle of the dancefloor and typically faces the deejay. He (I’ve never heard of any female dj in Goa trance) spins from somewhere conspicuous, often under a tent, always with a whole posse of friends and party organisers? Goa Gil, a dreadlocked American deejay, one of the seventies originals and Goa trance’s favourite, doesn’t spin without turning his deejay table into an altar: photographs, incense, pictures of Hindu gods, candles, and chillums passing through the posse. Dance culture discourse renders the deejay the modern-day ‘shaman’, the man who leads ‘his’ congregation into trance with magic, song, drugs, and drumming. A good deejay in psychedelic trance is supposed to take his congregation on a trip through the night and morning, playing specific subgenres at different times. Light and slow in the beginning, gradually build up to the heavy and repetitive stuff, reach a climax just before dawn, then switch to the more uplifting and epic trance once the sun breaks through. When it’s clear everyone’s in for the 7 to 11 a.m. phase, get back to the heavy and repetitive trance, and alternate once in a while with an epic track.

Sunrise at a party is arguably the key moment in Anjuna’s music culture. The dancefloor has been gradually becoming lighter, you can gradually see who’s dancing around you, can find back your friends. Again, the chillums come out, more chemicals are taken, some food might be eaten, another chai drunk. People prepare for the morning. For most Goatrancers this is when the party commences. It’s been coldish; temperature can sometimes drop during the night, and at Disco Valley or South Anjuna, there’s the sea breeze. But those first rays of sunlight on your face: that is what many seek in this rave scene. When the sun reaches up above whatever is blocking it smiles emerge everywhere on the dancefloor. The music immediately sounds different. If it was getting monotonous just before, now it gives you new energy. If it was gloomy and going nowhere, now it’s full of purpouse, full of promise. The remaining die-hard chillers on the mats finally come and join in. Some people only arrive after dawn. Sunrise is the ultimate and magic arbiter. For most party animals it’s the time you avoid. It’s the stark opposite for the Goa freaks. At sunrise, they’re reborn.

And thus the party goes on. And on. Sense of time lapses. You don’t wear a watch in Goa, time is measured by the sun and the state of your body. When you’re exhausted and fully dehydrated and the sun shines high and the acid is wearing off, it’s time for bed. The music usually stops around noon. Big parties can go on for several days. Deejays play for 12 hours, 24 hours, 36 hours. From sunrise till late morning, very few people leave the party. Some who took E or speed drop out by 9, 10 a.m. The acidheads remain. Or: how alien molecules in your blood differentiate your body from others, how these molecules actively make your connection to the music and to the time and space of the party different. Among the LSD-takers there’s a shared, machine-like feeling that once you’re in the ship, you’re not leaving till the end. Acidheads never rest in the morning, jumping around wildly, becoming bats, bears, robots, puppets of the music. Dancing on Goa trance does have something much more tribal than in most other rave scenes. When there’s a climax in the music, some acidheads laugh aloud. Insane laughs, saucer eyes, jerky movements that only other acidheads can comprehend. 

The sun warms you up quickly, and the light makes your tired eyes squint. If possible, shade is sought. Most take off their T-shirts – this is after all beach culture. You can see who has been around longest in Goa. The tan: embodied subcultural capital. Goatrancers have their own postmodern fashion, which is something inbetween acidhouse, skate and hippie: fluorescent, bright-coloured, tie-dry, references to psychedelic, children’s and Eastern culture, lots of zips and pockets and plastic; piercings, tattoos, dreadlocks, shaven heads, hats, beads, anklets, and last but not least, huge groovy sunglasses. Not that everyone dresses like this, it’s a very heterogenous scene. Still, you can easily see who’s a proper freak and who’s merely en passant.

By 9 a.m. you’re really sweating again. Anjuna regulars don’t wear deodorant, so you can smell the dancing. Slowly the dancefloor gets dry, and the feet stamp out clouds of dust which makes breating difficult. Indian boys run around sprinkling water from buckets to prevent more dust from forming. There’s practically no-one left on the mats by this time. The dancefloor is still fully occupied, but there’s far fewer people, the people just dance more spaciously, leaving lots of room for dogs and cows to scavenge whatever the ravers have left on the ground. And lately, in the mornings, when you can see who’s infront of you, there are beggars too – children, mothers with babies, eldery people. In India, where there are rich people, there are beggars. But Goa is relatively well-off and doesn’t have many beggars of its own, so of late they’ve been coming from outside of Goa, like the thousands of seasonal wage labourers. Their tactic at parties is to stand minutes at a stretch infront of someone dancing and look miserable – which isn’t difficult among all these white people enjoying themselves.

Beggars must be the most shocking thing for the unexpecting clubber, you might think. A more up-your-face reminder that the entire scene is built up on top the poverty of the Indian nation is hardly imaginable. But they are mostly ignored by the Goa freaks. Habitually ignored. Just focus on the music, on your trip, your trip. This is the way to deal with the irritating presence. What’s also irritating, what also demands habitual, nearly ritual ignoring, is the plentiful vendors who continually walk around the dancefloor. Men aged five to fifty selling cigarets, water, juice, beer, chewing gum. In the mornings, watermelon, pineapple, sunglasses, doughnuts, ice-lollies. These vendors hardly do any business but stubbornly persist asking you. The interaction between spaced-out foreigners and poor Indian people is most interesting to observe. Most of the relationship is based on the constructed indifference of the former and the demand for attention of the latter. Sometimes the beggars and vendors are pushed or barked or danced away. But sometimes, especially older hippies play with the kids, hug the beggar women, give them a softdrink. Rare moments of intercultural communication. Often the local kids dance themselves, like some of the more daring local men do. This is a party, you’re supposed to have fun.

If you were so preoccupied that you hadn’t noticed during the night, you see in the morning that there are actually quite a lot of lower-class Indian men around. It’s a rather common sight in India. The division of labour is so elaborate that in any organisation there are more individuals than prescribed functions. At Anjuna’s parties some are there to help setting up things, dismantling and cleaning up when the music stops. I didn’t mention that there were no rubbish bins either at parties – so there’s enough work when it’s over. Some men standing around are of the organisation, of the bar, the nearby restaurant. Some are just curious workers or farmers who come and have a peek at the wondrous weirdos before starting their day’s work. On Christmas morning, entire Catholic families, nicely dressed up for mass, come and have a look too. A freak show. Then there are numerous taxiwallahs with their ‘tourist vehilces’ (Maruti vans). They become sparse as the morning progresses though, as the Anjuna regulars who people the party at that time all have their own bikes. The 350 cc Enfield is their absolute favourite and an unquestionable source of status. Cars are despised in Anjuna, especially the fat Tata Sumos and jeeps and the odd Mercedes of rich Bombay people clogging up the narrow roads in high season.

Let me round up my ethnography of the party event. There are a couple of points I’d like you to remember. One, on its own (even if we could imagine this), the music is meaningless. The sounds mean because they’re connected to a range of other entities and conditions. Human bodies dancing of course, but also selling, buying, sitting, deejaying, working. Different bodies have different relationships to the music and move around the event in different ways. Music also connects to objects – it needs sound technology, to start with. There’s the chillums, the psychotropic paintings, the hundred rupee notes, the Enfield motorbikes. The sun, the moon, the temperature, the coconut trees, the rocks, the smells of kerosene and cannabis and sweat: all these are implicated in the Goa trance event. Two, Goa trance and trance in Goa are about the intimate connections between music and drugs. Chemical molecules – ethanol, tetrahydrocannabinol, methylenedioxymethamphamine, and especially lysergic acid diethylamide – matter a lot in the differentiation of bodies and their behaviour.

So three, there are patterns of spatiotemporal politics discernable at the party event. It’s visibility (or when it’s still dark, the invisibility) of bodies, their clothes and adornments and ways of doing, their nationality, gender, age and wealth, that matters here. The sounds interact with the sights, and with the physical lay-out of the party space, to produce what could be called fractions. Some bodies dance well and easily, others don’t. Some bodies are pinned down: chai mamas. Some are always walking around: vendors. Some sit down till just before dawn: Goa freaks. This spatiotemporal politics of psychedelic raves in Goa should keep us wary of their self-proclaimed inclusionary politics. Peace, love, unity, respect, abbreviated to PLUR, is what many Goatrancers, especially on the net, proclaim in mystical language. But it’s not so much unity, but fractions that the music and drugs produces on the dancefloor. The dancefloor as battlefield. Everybody take your position.

· bodies ·

Now that was some detailed story. Such complexity, such different things, jumping scales from the stellar to the molecular, passing through fashion, beer cups and taxi vans. How on earth does it all hold together? I’d like to propose it’s the music. When the music stops, everything ceases to make sense, as many a thoroughly disappointed Goatrancer knows when the cops abruptly pull the plug out of the system. Anjuna lives off sonic tourism. No music, no people, no business. The people go to Thailand or South Africa instead. In the reproduction of Anjuna as an economic, political, cultural and experiential entity, music seems to be the central force. Am I then arguing for some sort of musical determinism? Not at all. Music has effect, but never in itself, never as an ideal form, but always by virtue of its connected materiality. As I’ve been showing throughout, it can only be constituted as powerful through other, extra-musical forces: electricity, wheather, drugs, phone calls, paint. We can identify music’s ‘own’ positive agency only because of its connections.

I think the most crucial connection is with human bodies. If it weren’t for them, there would never have been any electronic music blasting over the Arabian Sea in the first place. The uniqueness of the human body in the event of the psychedelic rave might easily be forgotten when putting things like darkness and dogs on the same materialist plane of analysis. But human bodies are peculiar: for them to connect to music, they have to know how to do it. This is where the analysis of the event itself won’t be enough, and sociology of music comes into play. As for instance Simon Frith (1996) points out, it’s not just what music does to do your body, but how your body has learnt to let the music do this to itself. Enter concepts like ‘habitus’, ‘cultural capital’, ‘taste’, ‘distinction’. These are Bourdieu’s, of course, and his treatment of the relationship between embodied knowledge, cultural meaning and power is useful. What Bourdieu tends to forget, however, is the material spacetime of the artistic experience itself. That is, how the subject arranges itself and conditions around it so that sounds can become appealing.

A recent article by Emilie Gomart and Antoine Hennion (1999) talks about the agency of music and drugs. The agency of music is constructed by the listener arranging things and sounds in such a way that s/he can lose her/himself to the music. Passion is willed passivity.

The musical masterpiece or the user’s favourite cocktail ‘itself’ is not slowly diluted with technical methods, rituals, and discourses ‘on’ the object. […] The verbal and technical virtuosity of the users are co-produced in the same experience as the pleasure and the ‘purity’ of the drug. Only to an expert user is there ‘pure’ heroin, or ‘pure’ Bach.

(Gomart & Hennion 1999: 238)

Knowing how to appreciate music and drugs then becomes a form of cultural capital. The more others there are who also start appreciating the same music and drugs, the more importance the ‘expert users’ will try to preserve the purity of the music and drugs. The material arrangement of space, time, sight, sound and chemicals at a rave are such that they create the conditions for trance and hours of dancing. Of course, nothing would work without the impressive sound equipment. Andrew Pickering (1995) talks about the ‘dance of agency’: how humans relate to machines is essentially ‘choreographed’ in time; they ‘tune’ each other. Humans give up a little of their agency to let machines do their thing, then pluck the fruits of being passive, of material agency. You let the speakers control your body.

Gilbert Rouget (1980) concludes after a lengthy overview of anthropological studies on shamanism, ecstasy and possession, that music merely ‘triggers’ the trance state, never directly causes it. How it does this depends on cultural conventions, the individual disposition, the social organisation of the event, the drugs taken. Rouget is particularly intent to strip music of its ‘mysterious’ power to induce moods and dance in some universal, physiological way. Nevertheless, he does concede that music ‘is the only language that speaks simultaneously, if I may so put it, to the head and the legs’ (1980: 325). The Sex Pistols make you pogo, Mozart makes you sit down. In both cases your head and your legs are possessed. While I don’t particularly like calling music a ‘language’ – I’ll say why in a bit – I do want to pause here to elaborate further on the connection between music and body.

In the way it affects the body, music is unique in three respects. One, it is a temporal medium, it unfolds in time. You have to keep listening for it to make sense. Most people wouldn’t sit infront of a painting for an hour. Alfred Schutz (1970: 209ff) says of musical communication that it involves the sharing, between composer and audience, not of objective time, but of what Bergson called durée, inner time. It’s the reversibility of inner time that ‘gear’ the listener into the world. Of course, as Simon Frith (1996) would add, this memory is entirely bound up with being part of a music culture – and knowing it.

The flux of tones unrolling in time is an arrangement meaningful to both the composer and the beholder, because and in so far as it evokes in the stream of consciousness participating in it an interplay of recollections, retentions, protentions, and anticipations which interrelate the successive elements. […] The hearer, therefore, listens to the ongoing flux of music, so to speak, not only in the direction from the first to the last bar but simultaneously in a reverse direction back to the first.

(Schutz 1970: 210)

Two, and this should be impossible to think separate from the first aspect: music doesn’t just unfold, but it unfolds by filling in a space. You need to be within earshot. Music therefore always draws boundaries. Music, unlike a painting, envelops the body. But unlike architecture, you can’t touch it – it touches you. And three, like Rouget said, you can dance to it, unlike painting or poetry. This is music’s rhythmicality – harmony and melody might be more mysterious aspects of music. But it does look like that although culturally specific, all harmony and melody affects mood and sociability like no linguistic art form does (see Rouget 1980).

As a cultural practice embedded in a social formation, however, music interacts with other forms. There’s poetry in lyrics, there are album covers and videoclips, there are books on music and paintings of music. This leads Richard Leppert (1993) to suggest that sight is fully connected to sound. Via its production and reception, music connects to the body – a visual, visible, situated and interactive body. Leppert says that a ‘sonoric landscape’, like an opera performance or shamanic ritual, attains meaning because both musician and audience can see the music being made and listened to by bodies. Sadly, Leppert has said nothing about what happens to this relationship between music and vision in the age of  mechanic production. In this age listening to music can happen absolutely everwhere, combining all sorts of sounds to all sorts of sights. At collective musical events, however, like the Goa trance party, it does seem that the visual experience is still functionally related to the auditory experience: the dj, the speakers, the other people dancing or not dancing, the darkness, the UV-lights, the darkness, the sun.

So saying that music is unique shouldn’t obscure the fact that music is never experienced as sound alone. Contra Schutz, the body relates to music in a material context which is more than just listening. It’s here that we have to turn to the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. All corporeal experience for Merleau-Ponty (1945) is connected. In our everyday dealings with the world, it’s impossible to isolate sensory inputs from the ears, eyes, nose, tongue, hands, legs. Merleau-Ponty enables us to think the whole moving body with its surfaces and insides, its intensities and extensions, its clothes, exhaustion, hunger, shiverings, pains, blood contents, diseases, pleasures, dreams, even hallucinations (see Merleau-Ponty 1945: 334ff). I hope you noticed the Goa trance event is a true bombardment of the body. Sorry: of many bodies. Sensation, as bodily making sense of the world, never happens by one rational ‘mind’ alone.

What is given is not myself opposed to others, my present as opposed to my past, sane consciousness with its cogito as opposed to consciousness afflicted with hallucinations, the former being the sole judge of the latter and limited, in relation to it, to its internal conjectures – it is the doctor with the patient [who hallucinates], myself with others, my past on the horizon of my present.

(Merleau-Ponty 1945: 337) 

This sensory interconnectedness and dialogic working of embodied experiences should make us realise that listening isn’t about one pair of ears floating around. Listening to music is done by material, fleshy bodies. There’s hardly any other social formation except the modern West in which listening is sometimes done by one body alone.

The visibility of bodies in Anjuna means you can see who you have infront of you (especially in the morning). Bodies are categorised: rich or poor, brown or white, man or woman, young or old, hippie or clubber, attractive or unattractive, cool or nerdy. The spacetime of the party is gridded and bodies are distributed in certain ways. Chai mamas are pinned down, but vendors never stand still. Israelis sit on the mats till dawn. Indians start dancing as soon as they enter. Poor locals shyly stand at the edge, party animals dance infront of the deejay or the speakers, dealers are usually a bit more hidden. The distribution of bodies also includes the fact that the parties are no-go areas for most Goans. Hardly any Catholic in Anjuna knows exactly what happens at the parties. Some concerned journalists and NGO activists would like to come and have a look, but would feel very uncomfortable and visible. Even more out of place at a party are policemen. Their bodies in uniform immediately draw the attention of everyone, and they are quite nervous when they have to stop the party and disappoint so many.

It’s not that the visual is primary in stratifying the dancefloor. Vision is fully connected to the kinaesthetic, which in turn is connected to the sonoric. But vision does enable stratification more than sound. It competes with sound. 

Music is not in visible space, but it besieges, undermines and displaces that space, so that soon these overdressed listeners who take on a judicial air and exchange remarks or smiles, unaware that the floor is trembling beneath their feet, are like a ship’s crew buffeted about on the surface of a tempestuous sea. The two spaces are distinguishable only against the background of a common world, and can compete with each other only because they both lay claim to total being. They are united at the very instant in which they clash.

(Merleau-Ponty 1945: 225)

· order-sounds and space ·

The experience of the party is embodied for everyone, but this doesn’t mean they are all geared into that space the same way. Merleau-Ponty would say that the bodies are in different ‘existential spaces’. Differences between existential spaces give rise to segmentations and micropolitics, something insufficiently developed by Merleau-Ponty. Bodies have different histories, been in different places, so that not every body has the same resources to do things, like buying drugs, kissing in public, dancing on techno, reading Merleau-Ponty. Spatiality is as much about differences in perception as it is about politics. Body-subjects feel themselves as different from each other and move in different ways through space. They have to negotiate bodily and symbolic boundaries. Bodies never simply intermingle. Elizabeth Grosz:

It is our positioning within space, both as the point of perspectival access to space, and also as an object for others in space, that gives the subject a coherent identity and an ability to manipulate things, including its own body parts, in space.

(1995: 92)

Merleau-Ponty himself has written more generally:

Space is not the setting (real or logical) in which things are arranged, but the means whereby the positing of things becomes possible. This means that instead of imagining it as a sort of ether in which all things float, or conceiving it abstractly as a characteristic that they have in common, we must think of it as the universal power enabling them to be connected.

(1945: 243)

What enables things to be connected, is other things. Connection, by definition (‘universally’), has to draw on space (and time). In my story here, the thing connecting is primarily music, and the things connected are primarily human bodies.

Music is a connector. Brian Massumi (1992: 28) uses this word to describe what real changes statements like “I do” during a wedding ceremony perform. The connector “I do”, in a rather immediate and drastic sense, changes the bodies of a man and a woman. These bodies now enter new networks of legislation, sociability and sexuality. The force of “I do” derives from its being spoken millions of times by other heterosexual couples – millions of bodies who have voluntarily followed their hearts. The transformation of the bodies saying “I do” is very real, inserts itself deep into the emotions and behaviours of bodies, but is not itself physical. Deleuze and Guattari, in Plateau 4 of A thousand plateaus (1980), call this expressive effectivity of language ‘incorporeal transformation’. The statement “I do” is an example of what they call an order-word, both ordering you in social formations and ordering you to do certain things. This might sound quite like a theory of ideology, but Deleuze and Guattari are arguing for a pragmatics of language. Precisely because ‘[t]he incorporeal transformation is the expressed of order-words, but also the attribute of bodies’ (ibid.: 108) is it possible that language is used against itself. This means that ‘the order-word is also something else, inseparably connected: it is like a warning cry or a message to flee. It would be oversimplifying to say that flight is a reaction against the order-word; rather, it is included within it, as its other face in a complex assemblage, its other component’ (ibid.: 107).

Now, what I wanted to show in my ethnography and my diversion via Merleau-Ponty, is that music has this quaint power to move us (even if it pins us down), to position us in battlefields, to connect us to certain times and spaces, to our ‘place’ in the material and social world. We might call music, or rather specific performances of music, order-sounds, to account for this connecting aspect. Instantly a couple of remarks. First, I said I didn’t like likening music to language, not even metaphorically. Order-sounds are ‘like’ order-words not because music represents like language represents, but because it too, like language, but also like buildings and cars, connects us to networks of power. Second, we shouldn’t make too much of Deleuze and Guattari’s repeated claim that incorporeal transformation is ‘immediate’ and ‘instantaneous’. The force of order-sounds is mediated by the cultural knowledge embodied in the subject being positioned by the music. After all, as I said, it’s precisely because some bodies don’t know how to surrender to music’s power that they are positioned in different ways within the spacetime of the Goa trance event. Finally, the question remains whether bodies are ordered by music the same way as they are by cars or words. I hope to have shown earlier that this is not the case and the specific intellectual, emotional, corporeal, connective and spatiotemporal embodiment of music accords it with a different sort of power. 

Interestingly, Deleuze and Guattari have themselves devoted Plateau 11 ‘On the refrain’ to the territorialising function of sonority. They famously open with an image of a child singing to itself in the dark and thus drawing a circle of security in an otherwise chaotic world: sound as bringing order and identity. However, it is not often noted that they use the trope of the refrain less to talk about music as such, than to construe a more general philosophy of consistency. Consistencies, in their terminology, are modes of ordering, ways of consolidating heterogenous elements into territories. Think of how the songs, gestures, colours, instincts and habitats of birds form connections with each other without ceasing to be heterogenous. They are clogs in a machine. ‘A color will “answer to” a sound’ (1980: 330). This is what ‘the refrain’ does: it connects colours to sounds to birds to sex. Territorialisation can occur precisely because the refrain itself is a deterritorialising vector. You can’t really picture the refrain. It’s ephemeral, always in-between, always interweaving things without beginning or end in all directions at once. Yes, the refrain comes close to the more well-known Deleuzoguattarian concept ‘rhizome’. The refrain doesn’t operate by an aborescent diagram, not through a prestructured, hierarchical model (like meter in music), but by motifs, counterpoints, intervals, intermezzos, rhythms, oscillations, styles, orchestration.

It’s clear that music offers Deleuze and Guattari a way of thinking about material reality that starts out from flow, immediacy and play. In Plateau 10 on ‘becoming’, they afford a privileged political status to becoming-music, like they do to becoming-woman, becoming-minoritarian, becoming-animal. What they call ‘music’ is when the refrain realises its full deterritorialising potential, not to stitch together things into rigid territorialities, but to fly away, escape from rigidity altogether. ‘Animal and child refrains seem to be territorial: therefore they are not “music”’ (1980: 303). Music is when desire is released to change relations of power. Nevertheless, it’s paradoxically this possibility of radical escape that can turn music into ‘fascism’, a narcissistic revolution changing nothing to overall systems of domination (see Plateau 9). ‘Music has a thirst for destruction, every kind of destruction, extinction, breakage, dislocation. Is that not its potential “fascism”?’ (ibid.: 299).

Music mobilises by virtue of its unique way of connecting with bodies, and connecting bodies to times and spaces; music orders bodies around. It simultaneously envelops and weaves together. It does this so well, that it travels great distances, notably as recorded in materials like scores, guitars, CDs and MP3 files. Music flows and it fixes. It fixes because it flows. It flows because it fixes. And it is exactly by cohering subjectivity, providing a sense of belonging (even if it’s belonging to a totally escapist psychotropic nowhere), that music also erects boundaries, becomes exclusionary, fascist. If music gives you a sense of belonging, it will give others a sense of nonbelonging, it will be noise for them.

· politics ·

‘Being a man or a woman no longer exists in music’, write Deleuze and Guattari (1980: 304). And, we might add, neither does being brown or white, rich or poor, straight or gay, foreigner or local. In music proper, every body becomes the music. Even though I have done much to deconstruct Goa trance’s self-proclaimed line of flight and stressed the fracturing effect it has on social collectives, it’s undeniable that the psychedelic raves in Anjuna do bring together people from incredibly differing backgrounds. Goa trance may be one of the few lasting genres in electronic dance music where PLUR discourse is still pretty much alive, hit parades and consumerist hedonism are actively kept outside, participants do not yearn in vain for that original rush of E, and freaking out on the music is more important than style, age, class or nationality. Is the psychedelic rave dancefloor in Anjuna  what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘smooth space’? Might the sun and the trance release desire in such cosmic gushes to transform all raving bodies into one giant blissful pulsating superindividual?

Yes, sort of – but only the raving ones. Sadly smooth space just isn’t the whole story. What Goa trance shows blatantly is that the smooth space for some is the striated space for others. The space in which music is enjoyed has to be constructed on other people’s suffering. How many back-aches go into building an opera house? How many peddlers jailed for you to enjoy your E? The locals and seasonal workers in Anjuna earn less in a month than the foreigners spend in one night. Free raving in a Third Word village is accompanied by corruption, insomnia, paranoia, competition, conspiracy and exploitation.

But let’s end our musings on a positive note. I’d like not to see the psychedelic rave scene in Anjuna as irredeemingly colonialist. I’d like to keep the tension between smooth and striated, between the fractioning and the flying away. There’s never pure exclusion or pure inclusion. Maybe music is the realm where this is most aptly felt. In Anjuna, every year there are more and more wealthy urban Indians who are as much trance- and acidheads as the Israelis. The psychedelic rave is a political laboratory of globalisation. A becoming, but is it fascist? Music might be a far more efficient path to knowing the Other than discursive forms of multicultural politics. Jacques Attali’s utopian prophecy of a future music, based on creativity and tolerance, a local knowledge in which all rhythms and styles converge, seems puzzling (Attali 1977). But is it naïve to believe in true music – music for everyone? Music which doesn’t consist of order-sounds and exclusions? Can music reorder the social grid? Might those mornings on acid in Anjuna herald new postcolonial communities?
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