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be allowed freedom of choice, but the dan-
gers of anarchy would be staved off by a 
republican insistence on virtue and a re-
ligious insistence on restraint. 

Because the American Revolution did not 
produce the violent anarchy of the French, the 
new nation was off to a surprisingly success-
ful start. French republicans such as Maxim-
ilien Robespierre, ironically influenced by the 
monarchy he detested, envisioned the good 
society as a unified one, a position that, given 
the reality of human disagreement, ultimate-
ly led to terror. In Kloppenberg’s treatment, 
Robespierre’s antithesis was James Madison, 
the true genius of the American way of pol-
itics, who sought to manage conflict rather 
than eliminate it. Here Kloppenberg overplays 
the differences between Europe and the Unit-
ed States. That continent had produced its 
own Madison, Benjamin Constant; though 
Kloppenberg gives this Swiss-born theorist 
of liberal pluralism some attention, he does 
not give him his full due.

After the French revolution of 1830, the aris-
tocrat Alexis de Tocqueville commented that 
“the liberal but not revolutionary party, which 
alone suits me, does not exist, and certainly it 
is not up to me to create it.” Tocqueville never 
did create such a political system in France, 
but he became famous for describing the one 
across the Atlantic. Given his subject matter, 
the reader knows in advance that Kloppen-
berg will eventually encounter the author 
of the most famous book on American de-
mocracy ever written. And so he does, rely-
ing on Tocqueville to develop an argument 
closely resembling twentieth-century efforts 
to claim “American exceptionalism.” “In the 
United States,” Kloppenberg writes, “ethnic, 
racial, and religious differences, visible geo-
graphic and economic mobility, and, perhaps 
even more important, the widespread belief 
in such mobility, all combined with white 
male suffrage to discourage the emergence 
of a revolutionary working class.” He may be 
correct, but this comment raises a potential 
qualification to his overall effort: if multiplic-
ity and mobility contribute to the creation of 
a successful democratic model, then why pay 
such elaborate attention to ideas? Tocqueville, 
for one, did not, at least relatively speaking.

In any case, as Kloppenberg approach-
es the middle of the nineteenth century, 
he hastily brings his book to a conclusion 
with the Lincoln-Douglas debates, the anti-
slavery writings of Frederick Douglass, and 
the emergence of the Civil War. All this is 
understandable: Toward Democracy required 

years of reading, thinking, and writing to 
produce; had Kloppenberg continued with 
his detailed analysis of thinkers, this proj-
ect would have emerged in multi-volume 
form. Perhaps it nonetheless would have 
been worth it. The American South, after 
all, was the home of the only meaningful 
anti-democratic sentiment in America. 
Kloppenberg devotes just one paragraph 
to John C. Calhoun, the most thoughtful 
anti-democrat America ever produced.

Quibbles aside, one can only hope that 
Kloppenberg’s book helps enrich the con-
versations about democracy taking place 
in the United States at the moment: Are we 

truly exceptional? Should we be? Is democ-
racy tied to the nation-state, or does it now 
take global form? Does war promote or re-
tard democratic institutions? If we believe 
democracy to be a good thing, should we aim 
to spread it where it does not currently exist? 
Do democratic citizens live longer than those 
who live in authoritarian societies? Do they 
live better? We have, indeed, not quite arrived 
at democracy. As long as we are still moving 
toward it, Kloppenberg’s masterwork should 
prove one of our most valuable guides. 

Alan Wolfe recently retired as professor of political 
science at Boston College. 
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World Music 2.0 
Jace Clayton reflects on musical technological trends across the globe.

by lara pellegrinelli

While hunting  through  
CDs at music shops in his 
former Sunset Park, Brook-
lyn neighborhood, Jace 

Clayton ’97 (a.k.a. DJ /rupture) came upon 
live recordings of cumbia sonidera, a Mexican 
offshoot of a Colombian dance genre. The 
style is the mainspring for parties at Latin 
nightclubs and quinceañeras (coming-of-age 
celebrations for girls) across New York City’s 
outer boroughs. The ballads feature square, 
steady rhythms and melodies voiced by ac-
cordion, trumpets, and their synthesized 
counterparts, but the D.J.s for these events 
are always the most ear-catching element: 
they constantly talk over the music.

“I thought it was nuts,” says Clayton, who 
also speaks Spanish fluently. “They’re relay-
ing shout-outs from the audience that they 
receive via text message, Facebook, and 
scrawled notes. Sometimes those messages 
are to people in the room, but often they’re to 
friends and family back home across the bor-
der in Mexico or in Los Angeles”—loved ones 
who will generally be gifted with a CD of the 
event. “It’s a highly mediated way of telling 
someone, ‘Hey, I’m thinking of you. You’re not 
here, but you’re present in the music,’” he ex-
plains. And, as he also points out, it’s a me-
dium that allows Mexican immigrants in the 

United States to get visibility on their own 
terms, whether they’re documented or not.

Cumbia sonidera is just the sort of under-
ground musical phenomenon— organically 
influenced by social networks and their ac-
cess to technology—that attracts Clayton, a 
D.J., poet, journalist, and experimental com-
poser, and that features prominently in his 
debut book, Uproot: Travels in 21st-Century Mu-
sic and Digital Culture (FSG Originals, 2016); a 
selection of audio and video clips discussed 
are listed at http://uprootbook.com/listen-
ing-guide. Equal parts reportage, travel-
ogue, and ethnography, Uproot was fed by 
Clayton’s global travels as a D.J., and his vast 
knowledge of styles and repertoire. Dubbed 
“the jet-lag king” by his wife, the East Har-
lem-based Clayton has plied his trade in set-
tings as disparate as an abandoned hotel in 
North Cyprus, a Barcelona squat, an art gal-
lery in Osaka, and the occasional corporate 
party. His art accommodates a cross-section 
of humanity, and allows his perspectives, 
and therefore his book, to leapfrog among 
the music of varying social strata, whether 
created by the Congolese street musicians 
Orchestre Tout Puissant Likembe Konono 
Nº1 or international dance superstar Moby.

Uproot explores some of the massive mu-
sical shifts prompted by new technology 
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Turntables, headphones, a mixer, and his eclectic music collection 
prevail in Jace Clayton’s home “office.”  

of the last 15 years. Underpin-
ning his discussions is the tran-
sition from music contained 
within tangible media (such 
as vinyl records, cassettes, 
and compact discs) to dema-
terialized MP3s. That format, 
widely popularized in the late 
1990s, is rendered slippery and 
fast by lossy file compression 
(a technology that eliminates 
some data in order to shrink 
files) and is delivered via on-
line stores, streaming services, 
and YouTube, along with illegal 
file-sharing platforms.

Musical pundits who debate 
this transition are typically 
preoccupied with the death of 
the music industry (and the in-
come of its stakeholders), but 
there’s no love lost there for 
Clayton. “I don’t want to hag-
gle over how many micro-cents 
I get paid per stream, or other 
token gestures toward com-
pensation,” he writes. “I want 
the giants to fall even faster so 
we can see what weird flow-
ers start blooming in the spaces 
left vacant.” In order to identify 
the most intriguing seedlings 
on that newly tilled digital 
soil, Clayton trains his eye on 
what is invisible to most Amer-
icans: that which is close to the 
ground, informal, and outside 
the standard channels of distribution. 

For example, around 2000, when Clayton 
began encountering recordings of Amazigh 
(Berber) wedding and pop singers that were 
played at Muslim bars in France and Belgium, 
he noticed an interesting twist on the musical 
tradition he already knew: the women’s flor-
id vocal lines had been altered in the studio 
with Auto-Tune. Singled out by Clayton as the 
“most important piece of musical equipment 
in the last 20 years,” the digital audio proces-
sor was invented in 1997 to correct pitch in-
accuracies. It suddenly became widespread 
as an expressive device following Cher’s hit 
“Believe” in 1998, where it was applied liber-
ally to highlight certain phrases of the verse. 
As Clayton describes it, creative misuses of 
Auto-Tune sound “as if a dial-up modem and a 
river have fallen in love and have begun writ-
ing violin concerti for each other.”

Clearly, the properties of digital software 

have enabled anyone across the globe to ex-
periment with Auto-Tune, but why would 
culturally conservative Amazigh musicians 
in rural Morocco find this effect desirable? 
Clayton tracked down and interviewed a 
handful of singers and ultimately conclud-
ed that Auto-Tune intensifies the gloriously 
strident voices of the Amazigh women, am-
plifying feminine ideals. At the same time, it 
preserves the modesty of these professional 
female performers with a sonic veil, elimi-
nating any question of vocal propriety. 

Clayton is uniquely positioned to make 
such observations. Even though he has in-
creasingly become a recipient of commissions 
as a composer, including awards from The 
Pew Center for Arts & Heritage and Creative 
Capital, deejaying remains at his intellectual 
and aesthetic core, and has honed his ears to 
readily synthesize diverse sounds. Though the 
job primarily entails getting people out on the 

dance floor, Clayton describes 
the role as one of creator rath-
er than jukebox; he “performs” 
recordings from a collection of 
2,000 tracks on his laptop using 
techniques pioneered by hip-
hop artists: sampling recordings, 
scratching, and matching beats, 
skills that allow multiple tracks 
to be improvised, or “mixed,” 
into a single live one. 

“A fan who’s been watching 
comes over and says, ‘I really like 
that song. What is it?’” Clayton 
explains in Uproot. “I can only 
ask, ‘Which one?’ The D.J.’s job 
is to make disparate records 
sound like a whole, and the more 
successful you are at it, the less 
likely the novice onlooker is to 
know it….One of the paradoxes 
central to the D.J.’s art is that 
some of the most demanding, 
virtuoso work is the hardest to 
recognize. And some of the high-
est-paid, most in-your-face D.J.s 
do the least amount of actual on-
stage work.” 

Clayton made his mark in 
2001 with Gold Teeth Thief, a mas-
terly, three-turntable mix that 
draws on 44 individual tracks, 
ranging from hip-hop artist 
Missy Eliot to Italian compos-
er Luciano Berio to electroni-
ca artist Muslimgauze. He put 
it online for friends, but, un-

beknownst to him, Thief began receiving 
glowing reviews and eventually went viral 
with hundreds of thousands of downloads, 
cementing his reputation as an artist who 
could blend global styles.

Clayton has always  been attracted to 
the sounds at the margins. A self-described 
“book kid,” he admits he was never inter-
ested in music until he heard “the weird 
stuff.” The most intriguing sounds of his 
teen years in North Andover, Massachu-
setts, came from college radio stations, like 
Boston College’s WZBC. He stayed up late 
to hear his favorite show No Commercial Poten-
tial, or taped it on his dual cassette deck in 
case he fell asleep. His epiphany came with a 
compilation of Japanese noise titled Eat Shit 
Noise Music. “Simultaneously atrocious and 
amazing, the sounds defied me not to like 
them,” he writes in Uproot, “yet somehow 
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On September 16,  seven alumni  received this year’s Hiram S. 
Hunn Memorial Schools and Scholarships Awards from the Col
lege’s Office of Admissions and Financial Aid for their volunteer 
work: recruiting and interviewing prospective undergraduates.
John G.D. Carden  ’57, M.B.A. ’59, of Point Clear, Alabama, has 
interviewed more than 300 candidates from Florida, Alabama, 
and Mississippi since 1996. 
Dean W. Chandler  ’65 of Temple, Texas, who has chaired the 
Harvard Club of Austin’s schools and scholarships committee 
for a decade, counts among his interviewers alumni who were 
themselves interviewed for admission during his tenure.
Rebecca L. High  ’75, of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, began 
interviewing applicants in 2001, and is a former chair of the 
schools and scholarships committee of the Harvard Club of the 
Research Triangle.
S. Martin Lieberman  ’57, 
M.B.A. ’62, of Hillsdale, New 
Jersey, has worked with the 
Harvard Club of New Jer
sey’s schools and scholar
ships committee for more 
than 40 years, and is a former 
club president. 

Stacey Mandelbaum  ’82, of Queensbury, New York, has been 
interviewing candidates since 1988, and has served as chair of the 
Harvard Club of Eastern New York’s schools and scholarships 
committee since 2003.
Linda Shirer Rae  ’63, of Cross River, New York, has inter
viewed prospective students for 37 years, and is a longtime mem
ber of the HarvardRadcliffe Club of Westchester: she twice 
served as its president.
Frederic N. Ris  ’68, of Denver, is past president of the Rocky 
Mountain Harvard University Club. Since he began interviewing 
students in 1988, he has traveled to many corners of Colorado 
where interviewers are scarce to meet with candidates—one of 
whom is now a cochair of the club’s schools and scholarships 
committee.

Hiram S. Hunn Awards for Alumni

Electing Overseers
An apparent  confluence of events—continuing study about how better to engage 
alumni, the challenge posed by a petition slate of candidates for election to the Board 
of Overseers last spring (see harvardmagazine.com/overseerelection)—
prompted the September 1 announcement that petitioning and voting procedures 
will be overhauled and brought into the digital era.

Significantly, petitioners will now have to gather signatures from 1 percent of eli
gible voters to qualify for the Overseers’ ballot: about 2,650 names, up from the 
prior requirement of about 200. Gathering such support will be made less physically 
taxing, however: in place of watermarked, paper forms, an online utility will let alum
ni download a form, sign it, and submit it as a scan electronically, or mail it back. That 
procedure goes some way toward enfranchising overseas voters, especially.

Even more important, perhaps, will be the adoption of secure online balloting, ef
fective as soon as practicable but no later than the 20182019 election year—an 
overdue move to bid mailed, paper ballots adieu. Finally, eligibility for Overseer service 
is now restricted to holders of Harvard degrees: a measure that disqualifies people 
who have no University affiliation as well as students who have not yet earned a degree.

Full details are available at harvardmag.com/overseer-reform-16.
 vjohn s. rosenberg
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I did, turned on by flashes of anarchic joy 
amid the audio fallout. I think I may have 
blushed.” The cassette energized Clayton 
to seek out the underground and its fringe, 
hunting in the backs of ’zines and record-
store crates in and around Boston for music 
well off the beaten path. 

At Harvard, he studied English while his 
burgeoning musical interests were strictly 
extracurricular. He made weekly trips to 
seek out new records throughout Greater 
Boston, taking three buses to stores along 
Dorchester’s Blue Hill Avenue to shop for 
reggae and dancehall music. On Friday 
nights, he could often be found dancing at 
the Boston Loft, the city’s only after-hours 
club, where the complexities of the jungle 
music “exploded my brain”; he bought his 
first set of turntables from the venue’s own 
DJ Bruno. Frustrated by the limited format 
options at WHRB, he was granted his own 
show on MIT’s WMBR. His social circles 
around radio eventually coalesced into a 
crew called Toneburst. They threw parties 
in alternative spaces to combat what they 
saw as the “segregationist logic” of Boston’s 
dance scene, with its strict separation of dif-
ferent types of music and their audiences. 

Clayton spent his postgraduate years in 
New York City before moving in 2000 to Ma-

drid, the hometown of his wife, fashion de-
signer Rocio Salceda; they subsequently lived 
in Barcelona before returning to New York 
City in 2006. That European base proved ad-
vantageous following Gold Teeth Thief: Clay-
ton benefited from more opportunities to 
D.J. and says his skills had greater cultural 

value than they would have had back home. 
He also freelanced for The Washington Post and 
Africana.com (including reviewing poetry col-
lections), and eventually saw writing as a 
way to create the kind of space for dialogue 
that he observed within his favorite musi-
cal traditions—and on the Internet, through 
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media outlets like his blog Mudd Up!
The ideas behind Uproot began with his 

posts and the lively exchanges with online 
peers that followed. The book also draws 
on his past decade of reporting and essays 
for various outlets, including The Fader, n + 1, 
and Frieze. “I was trying to write a book that 
wouldn’t concretize this history, but instead 
open it up and ask really wonderful, broad 
questions,” he explains. “This is cultural her-
itage: Who’s formatting access to it? How 
is it searchable? Who can annotate it? Who 
can take it down? Who should control it?”

In Uproot, Clayton marvels at the rapid-
fire transformations of musical content that 
now begin rather than end with a D.J.’s col-
lage—and then morph and gain momentum 
in the hands of others with full remixes and 
the smaller tweaks of refixes, peaking with 
waves of homemade, cellphone-captured 
dance videos. He considers how the software 
for do-it-yourself music-making, developed 
by a handful companies in Europe and the 
United States, reshapes—and in many cases 
thwarts—wildly different creative impulses 
across the planet. He ponders the future of 
music repositories found on spent cell-phone 
memory cards that one might nostalgically 
think of as music libraries, and questions the 
patronage of the arts by corporate sponsors 
such as Red Bull, Converse, and Sour Patch 
Kids, which co-opt hipness via their spend-
ing in service of lifestyle branding.

By placing stars like Paul Simon, MIA, or 
Whitney Houston side-by-side, in his own 
work, with comparatively obscure Egyp-
tian mahraganat musicians, Mexican teens 
at a tribal guarachero rave, or Syrian dabke 
singer Omar Souleyman, Clayton ensures a 
far more thought-provoking and egalitarian 
version of world music than, for example, 
the one prompted by Paul Simon’s Grace-
land in the late 1980s and 1990s: a process 
by which relevant regional talents were re-
packaged and sold to a Western audience. 

“It’s made by people all over the globe,” 
says Clayton of this new world music—
people “who now have access to inexpen-
sive computers, cheap or cracked versions of 
software, and YouTube on the one hand, and 
what their parents listened to or what is com-
mon to where they live on the other. When 
they’re making it in response to all of those 
situations, integrating the Internet’s incred-
ible sprawl, that’s World Music 2.0.” 

Arts journalist and scholar Lara Pellegrinelli received 
a Harvard doctorate in ethnomusicology in 2005. 
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