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Keith Ansell-Pearson: Why did you write this book? Why is Bowie worthy of philosophical treatment?

Simon Critchley: My aim in 'Bowie' is very simple: to try and find concepts that do justice to Bowie's art in ways that are neither music journalism, dime store psychology, biography or crappy social history. I still don't think we have a language that gives the huge importance of pop culture its due, that describes and dignifies it in the right way. For me, and for many many millions of others, the world first opened as a set of possibilities through pop music, especially Bowie's music. Bowie is the most important artist tout court of the past six decades and someone just needs to say that and try and explain how his songs justify that claim. That's what I am trying to do in the book.


KAP:  I am interested in how you interpret Bowie:  can you explain your idea of ‘inauthenticity’ and how for you this is true of Bowie as an artist?    At one point in the book you say that in spite of all the fakery or acting in Bowie a ‘truth’ emerges in the art, so that fakery doesn’t compromise the art but is its enabling condition.   You see Bowie as disclosing ‘truths’, albeit in a complicated manner.  Can you unpack this intricate basket of ideas for me?


SC: It’s a pretty simple intuition, with a slightly polemical twist. The idea is to undermine the association we make in music between authenticity and truth, where we say that music moves us because it emerges from a real feeling or a real historical situation, say an injustice. Or again, when some indie band disappears for three years into a cabin in the woods only to emerge with forty minutes of quiet, deeply felt songs and we assign a truth and a value to that. I think it’s nonsense and it’s a nonsense exposed by Bowie’s genius. Everything he did was completely self-consciously inauthentic, constructed, theatrical and fake (It’s Brechtian). I try and lay this out in the book, but this inauthenticity is the pretext for ‘Diamond Dogs’ and much else. The world is a film set, we are actors and the movie that’s being shot might be called ‘Melancholia’. It is not that truth emerges despite this inauthenticity, but precisely through it and as it. We are not passive and dumb as listeners. We are not dupes. We know that music is not real and that everything about it is contrived, but its inauthentic artifice speaks to us, makes a claim on us, a truth claim. This is not propositional truth or empirical truth, but truth as troth, as something to which we have become betrothed. Truth is an act of faith. That’s my riff.


KAP:  Why do you conceive of this kind of truth as an ‘act of faith’?  What are we being faithful to?  And why speak of ‘truth’ in this regard: do you mean ‘truth’ as some kind of disclosure or revelation? 

SC: Not disclosure, as that is too Heideggerean, and presupposes that there is something true to be disclosed. And not revelation as that’s too Christian, where the truth is revealed to us in form of Christ’s death and resurrection. For me, it is a question of truth as true to that which makes a demand on us and which we pledge ourselves to, bind ourselves to, are loyal to, and so on. Philosophically, this is closer to Alain Badiou, but without his daft Platonism. It is truth as an act of faith.


KAP:  What do you mean by Bowie’s music permitting a ‘de-worlding of the world’?  It’s a provocative phrase but what exactly is meant?  


SC: One way of thinking about music is that it reconnects us with the world, namely that sound is a way of making our being-in-the-world resound. We become attuned to the world. This is a thesis from Heidegger, but it goes all the way back to Pythagorean theories of music, namely that music returns us to the original harmony of the cosmos. I say no. Or rather, that what takes place in great music is a kind of pulling away from the world, slipping into a kind of nothing, a nothing that allows us to breath. Music is an escape from the world. From the social hell of ordinary life, family life. This is what takes place, took place in all those bedrooms for all those years. We can pull away from the something of the world into nothing. This is the link between anxiety, eros and music, which is a larger topic I guess. But my thought is that music is a step into a freedom, an act of freedom that is had apart from the world. When we step into that nothing, we see the world as nothing. This, for me, is the utopian dimension of music, especially music like Bowie’s.


KAP:  that’s a strong claim to make about ordinary life and family life!  

SC: Very. 

KAP:  Bowie himself missed out on both in the 70s, when he was arguably at his most creative and produced his greatest body of work (much of it on drugs), but he seems to have cherished ordinary life and family life, as well as seeking it for a long time, since this period of time, no?

SC: The real problem here is that his work was undeniably at its best when he was most lost and miserable. When he gets it all together again in the 1980s, the music gets worse. I don’t want to romanticise misery and depression and key elements in the production of great music, but there is an awkward truth here that we need to face up to.


KAP: One claim you make in the book that especially intrigues is that there is significance to be accorded to the ‘nothing’ in his songs (‘At the core of Bowie’s music is the exhilaration of nothing’, p. 63).  Can you explain this for me?  And you also insist he’s not a nihilist, right? 


SC: Yeah, I’ve already begun to answer this question, but one of the things that I tried to track in Bowie’s music was the frequency of the occurrence of the word ‘nothing’. It’s all over the place. I try and document it a bit in the book, but just think of the line from ‘heroes’, ‘we’re nothing and nothing can help us’. Is this a cry of despair? No. It’s a yearning for another nothing, namely the nothing of love, which also all over Bowie’s music. My views on nihilism have changed a lot over the years. I now think that we have to pass through it and stay with it and not simply resist it or overcome it. So, let me put it a little mysteriously: Bowie’s nihilism is not nihilistic. Namely, that the bad nihilist doesn’t know that they’re a nihilist, but goes on believing all sorts of dumb shit. But the insight into nihilism, of the kind that we find in Bowie, allows us to imagine another set of possibilities. This is the difference between the bad nihilism of the old values and good nihilism of the revaluation of values. You see, Keith, it’s completely Nietzschean!


KAP:  I see this.  I recall Nietzsche saying that nihilism might be a divine way of thinking once you let go of the idea that there is some pre-given ‘true’ world to which our ideas must correspond, and indeed he urges us to abandon the whole idea of there being or having to be a ‘truthful world’.  Interestingly, he thus speaks of an ‘ecstatic nihilism’! 

SC: I completely agree. That’s brilliant.


KAP: I now have a complex question for you:  is there not a strong dose of religious motifs running throughout Bowie’s corpus?  (I am thinking of the motif of redemption, for example, and songs such as Word on a Wing and Loving the Alien; note also the excellent ‘The Informer’ from The Next Day Extra).   If you agree, what do you make of this?


SC: Yes, religion is all over Bowie’s lyrics and I try and track religious themes in the final sections of the book. The yearning in Bowie, which is a yearning for love, is a truly religious yearning; it is what we yearn for in our obsession with religion. Think of Julian of Norwich, whom I love, and who says at the end of her ‘Shewings’, ‘What was our Lord’s meaning? She answers, Love was his meaning’.  So, in Bowie, there is strong anti-clerical line, which comes up in song after song, ‘Loving the Alien’ for instance, and most recently on the title track of ‘The Next Day’. Bowie hates crusaders and he really hates priests. That’s because he hates tyrants and hypocrites. But what he really hates is the fact that these fools have co-opted the true core of religious experience. If you want a Bowie track that encapsulates this experience, then please listen to ‘Sunday’, from “Heathen’, which is all about Sabbath and which begins with the words ‘nothing remains’. We have to hold on to that nothing.


KAP:  On ‘love’, this seems to be the ‘message’ of the song he penned with Queen, Under Pressure.  It’s a really powerful song in his corpus and became an important part of his repertoire in the last few world tours he did.  But, as the song itself says or rather asks, can love be given one more chance given that it is such an old-fashioned word!  How do you separate the redemptive or utopian love you favour and a decadent or sterile love, say the middle class peace and love you are keen to criticise and challenge?  

SC: I have to admit that I have a hard time with ‘Under Pressure’ because I hated what Queen became: a kind of grotesque parody of the band that recorded some good stuff until ‘Sheer Heart Attack, in 1974. I actually hate many of Bowie’s vocal  collaborations, like with Mick Jagger. It lessens him in my eyes. Anyhow, on love, it is question of distinguishing between a familiar and, as we used to say, petty-bourgeois idea of love based in contractual relations, mutual favors and trust, from a much more radical idea of love as decreation and evisceration of the self.   


KAP: At one point in the book you refer to the sheer utopianism of Bowie and of his fans; you also say much later in it that the act of freedom which is poetry is u-topian.  Yet you also note that his work is often deeply dystopian, as with the album Diamond Dogs.  Can you explain this tension for me?  Is it the result of Bowie coming of age in the 60s?  The song Cygnet Committee from the end of the sixties and the Space Oddity album (originally Man of Words, Man of Music) seems especially pertinent and poignant here with its depiction of a violent end to all idealism.


SC: Good question. Maybe the weirdest thing I do in the book is try and link together Bowie’s constant sense of dystopia, which is at its most extreme in ‘Diamond Dogs’, but which is everywhere, to the question of utopia. I do this through some weird inter-textual material concerning Georg Buchner and Paul Celan. But the thought is simple: it is only by holding fast to a dystopian vision, by seeing the disintegration and catastrophe of the world that one can hold fast to that which surpasses it, namely the utopian step into freedom. This act of freedom is the poetic word for Celan, the words of Bowie, his sound and his vision. This is why Bowie’s music for me is intensely political. I also think there is a profound shift in pop culture in the early 70s, away from the hippy dippy middle-class peace and love and revolution stuff towards a much more working-class disillusion with the world that arises as hate and war, but whose core is a utopian aspiration for freedom and transfiguration. Think of ‘All the Young Dudes’ in this connection. I also think that we are still living the hangover of that 70s dystopia, which is why Bowie’s music still speaks to us and Woodstock seems like a grotesque act of bourgeois indulgence.


KAP:  Your comment reminds me of Nietzsche on states of happiness:  ‘As a great educator, one would have to scourge such a race of “blessed people” mercilessly into unhappiness. The danger of dwarfing, of relaxation is present at once...’….

SC: As always, Freddy is absolutely right. I’m against a race of blessed people and dwarfing and relaxation. Though I should be clear that I have nothing against dwarves or laughing gnomes!


KAP: There are powerful themes of alienation, despair, and loss in Bowie’s music.  But you also see in it a longing for love.  Can you explain this and is not such longing also part of a quest for some authenticity on his part?  


SC: I think I’ve already answered this, but let me make another polemical point. People think that Bowie is about alienation, despair, solitude, Ian Curtis with the rope in his hands or Kurt with the gun in his mouth. No, Bowie endures, he survives, he goes on. He keeps creating. This is his discipline, his askesis in the strongest sense of that word. And what sustains his art, what makes his music so powerful, so gloriously honest and life-affirming, is the yearning for love. The answer to the seeming despair of a track like ‘Always crashing in the same car’ is the next track on ‘Low’, namely ‘Be my wife’. Bowie’s question, from ‘Low’ to the title track on ‘Heroes’ to ‘Survive’ through to ‘5.15 The Angels have gone’ is very simple and you can find it on the title track of ‘Station to Station’: ‘who will connect me with love? I should mention in passing, although it’s not that important, that this book is an act of love. Nothing more. My love for Bowie, for what he’s given disaffected kids who have become grown-ups, like you and I, for decades, how he has made life possible in ways which I guess he can barely imagine. It’s an honour to do this with you, Keith, as we go back a long way and have a deep connection.  



Simon Critchley is the Hans Jonas Professor of Philosophy at the New School for Social Research in New York.  

Keith Ansell-Pearson holds a Personal Chair in Philosophy at the University of Warwick. 
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