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Review Essay 

SANNA PEDERSON 

Beethoven Hero. By Scott Burnham. Princeton: Princeton University Press, i995. ISBN 0-691-04407-4. xix 

+ 209 pages. 

S 
COTT BURNHAM HAS DESERVEDLY re

ceived attention for his wide-ranging eru
dition, engagingly energetic writing style, 

and extremely ambitious claims made in his 199 5 
book Beethoven Hero. The book contends that 

Beethoven's heroic style has dominated thinking 
about and listening to music to an unparalleled 

extent: "Because of the position and influence 
of Beethoven's heroic style in subsequent musi
cal history, we have never since fundamentally 

changed our view of music" (28). Even more 
baldly stated: "The values of Beethoven's heroic 

style have become the values of music" (xiii). 
Burnham never qualifies these sweeping asser

tions by indicating whether he really means all 
music or all Western art music; nor does he 
define the "we," which at times seems to en-

compass anyone who has heard any music and 
at other times seems to shrink to those who 

deal with Beethoven on a professional, academic 
level. Reviewers have expressed their discom

fort with such blanket statements, yet they ac
knowledge that Burnham is convincing when 

he argues that Beethoven has enjoyed the most 
privileged position in musicology and continues 

to do so. In his review, Jose Bowen frustratedly 
conceded Beethoven's centrality and the inability 
to dislodge him from this position: "There is 

no Archimedean point from which we can ei

ther evaluate or reevaluate Beethoven." 1 What 
this perplexity indicates, I think, is that many 
musicologists actually have moved beyond a 

Beethoven paradigm but have not offered an 
alternative paradigm of sufficient authority to 

1. Jose A. Bowen, review of Beethoven Hero, by Scott Burnham, Nineteenth-Century Music 22 ( 1998): 99. 
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replace it. Beethoven Hero galvanizes "our" un
easy awareness of this situation because Burn
ham puts so much on the line (nothing less 

than "our" integrity as human beings!), and it 
therefore invites reflection about the value and 
meaning of Beethoven on the largest scale. As 
Brian Hyer concluded in his review, "Beethoven 
Hero will engage us productively for a long time 
to come." 2 So, too, Beethoven's centrality in the 
modern cultural temperament will continue to 
challenge those seeking a critical transvaluation 
of European modernity. 

Burnham wants to understand why Beet
hoven's heroic music has dominated in West
ern high culture generally and, more specifically, 
in academic music theory. He starts with the 
idea that this music conveys much more than 
an aesthetic effect. Indeed, Beethoven's music, 
especially that of his second, "heroic" style, has 

often been cited as the repertory correspond
ing with the philosophic conversion of music 
by early Romanticism from the mundane plea
sure of the court to the spirit-realm of "im
manent transcendence." Burnham contributes 
much to this thoroughly documented paradigm 
shift in musical aesthetics by examining more 
precisely how the heroic music itself retains its 
hold on listeners, or at least on those who share 
Enlightenment-Romantic ideals. By means of a 
heightened musical rhetoric of dramatic vehe
mence and an exhortation to be taken with a new 
seriousness, Beethoven's music seems to tran
scend musical aesthetics and enter the greater 
realm of ethics (Kant's practical reason). Invested 

with moral authority, the heroic style becomes 
the universal standard of how music ought to go. 

Burnham takes two basic approaches in argu
ing for the paramount significance of Beethoven's 
achievement. Although the discussion is sep
arated into individual chapters, they are very 
much interrelated. One avenue could be called 
the cultural-historical: in his third chapter he of

fers a reception history demonstrating how four 
subsequent theorists of music in the romantic 

tradition are beholden to Beethoven's musical de
mands in the formation of their ideas and values; 
in the next he attempts to delineate the cultural 

context of German philosophy and literature in 
the early nineteenth century. He demonstrates 
how Beethoven's music has been theorized in 
ways that resonate with complementary arche
types found in the Bildungsroman (such as 
Goethe's Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre) and in 
the idealist philosophy of Hegel, and he shows 
how these are manifestations of an unparal
leled faith in the individual self. In describing 
"the process by which we have come to trans
form that compelling appeal [of the story of 
self-actualization] into the compulsions of insti
tutional thought about music" (xv), Burnham 
shows that Beethoven's heroic values of this pe
riod "form the ethical bedrock" (r12) of the 

institution of music theory that consolidated in 
the later nineteenth century. Burnham argues 
that Beethoven's music ultimately prevailed as 
the most profound and important music because 
music theorists have admired the ethical val
ues that the music represented. Therefore the 
power of the musical attributes explicated in 
music-theoretical systems lies in their function 
to control the discourse by adhering to these 
ethical values, even, and perhaps especially, when 
these values are not stated overtly, as in the 
"absolute" instrumental music Beethoven is best 
known for. 

Burnham could have restricted himself to this 

approach and produced an important reception 
history that would have contributed to our un

derstanding of why Beethoven's music has been 
considered synonymous with Music for a cer
tain musical community. But he is not content 
with a limited, sociohistorical demonstration of 
Beethoven's contribution to raising the level of 
musical discourse and subsequent influence on 
the history of musical thought. With his second 

main approach, which he calls "phenomenolog
ical," Burnham tries to go beyond the scholarly, 
analytical level of inquiry and to cut through the 

2. Brian Hyer, review of Beethoven Hero, Music Theory Spectrum 20 ( 1998): 125. 
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morass of secondary literature to reach the most 

basic level of response to Beethoven's musical 
style. Although never short of specifically docu

mented critical reports throughout the history of 
Beethoven's reception, here he enlists his readers' 
own experiences as listeners with regard to sub
jective feelings that cannot be verified or logically 
explicated, qualities and effects such as visceral 
impact, "presence," and identification. 

Burnham defines his musical phenomenology 
quite casually as "taking note of our reactions 

to the music and finding out how the music 
makes such reactions possible" (xvii). He by
passes the considerable philosophical literature 
surrounding the term "phenomenology," which, 
with its latent metaphysical overtones, denotes 

more than a simple psychology or semiotics of 

music for informed listeners. The reader must 
be willing to assume that "our reactions" are 

indeed somehow being taken into account, with
out being told who "we" are and how our re
actions were noted. Apparently, our responses 

to the heroic style are manifestly obvious and 
comparable even in their subjectivity. He fur

ther indicates that there is something about the 
music itself, some constant or essence, that has 
been experienced so broadly that he can speak of 

"our reactions" on the largest scale. Remarkably, 
this noncontingent part of the musical experience 
turns out not to be the aesthetic effect, the vis

ceral impact on the senses, but rather a direct 
appeal to the belief system: 

The experience of this music has been primarily an 

ethical experience. How else could it have assumed 

pride of place in the musical-theoretic thought of 

the next two centuries? How else could it have come 

to stand for Music itself? The investment that the 

musical community has made in Beethoven's music 

is not one of aesthetic predisposition so much as 

one of ethical faith. ( r 51) 

Although form and content have been tradition
ally thought of as opposites, much like subject 

and object, they can be brought into dialectical 
relation. Again, this is a Romantic-heroic call

ing, and the climax of Burnham's assessment 

of the heroic style finds Beethoven doing just 
that.1 He maintains that the ethical message of 
enlightened self-fulfillment cannot be separated 
from the means of its organically closed pre
sentation; indeed, the phenomenological force of 
the presentation itself conveys upon the listener 

an "ethical thrust" (65) to which we are com
pelled to give assent. "Organicism is really an 

ethical position," he argues (151). Burnham en
forces his claim here with metaphysics, arguing 
that the opposing principles behind Goethe and 
Hegel-neatly schematized as open-ended action 
versus completed narration, respectively-merge 
in Beethoven's heroic style. Just as "the hero of 

German classical literature lives between these 

poles," so too the phenomenology of Beethoven's 

music "expresses a much richer state of con
sciousness, in which culmination is simultane
ously enacted and narrated" (141). With this 
effect of "telling presence," as Burnham dubs it, 
we encounter a music that "successfully models 

human self-consciousness" ( 142). Who can resist 
the authority of this "invasive expression of a 
will" (32) in an absolute music made universal by 

its idealism, and who can deny the ethical imper
ative of self-formation as a means of civilization 
and socialization? 

Many readers resistant to the hegemony of 
Beethoven's heroism will find themselves dis

turbed by the affirmative, celebratory tone of 
Burnham's prose in the first four chapters. But 
in the last chapter, some of the resistant reader's 

reservations are addressed with pleas to "tran
scend the hegemony" of the "demigod we serve," 
Beethoven Hero (162, 157). We can transcend 

the paradigm by restoring the lost ethical con
tent and thereby become self-aware of what lies 

behind our formal values. Uncovering the ethical 
subtext leads to understanding why the mu
sic of other composers doesn't seem to mea
sure up: 

3. This is a central aspect of Adorno's philosophy of Beethoven's music. Burnham does not address Adorno's influential 
interpretation of the heroic style. 
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Like the great myths, the Beethovenian heroic-style 

sonata form assumes a place as one of Western cul

ture's master plots. This led subsequent generations 

of composers and other musical thinkers to treat 

sonata form more as an ethos than as a method. 

The attachment of this particular musico-formal 

procedure to an ethical position severely alters the 

way other forms are viewed. (156) 

In his conclusion, Burnham goes beyond un
covering the ethics of past Beethoven reception 
and clearly spells out his own ethical stance. He 
attacks what he calls a "debased" involvement 
with music within twentieth-century institutions 
of music. Professionalization and specialization 
have "taken something akin to a religious ex
perience and transformed it into the proselytiz
ing dogma of an established church" (161). By 
focusing on the musical features and repressing 
the values attached to them, musical institutions 
have lost touch with what has made Beethoven 
important and impeded individuals from con
necting spiritually to the music. Burnham aims 
to lead us back to those values. He concludes, 
paradoxically, by suggesting that these very val
ues will allow us to go beyond Beethoven's mu
sic and explore other kinds. After raising the 
possibility that unmediated enjoyment of musi
cal presence is more important than experienc
ing the struggles of the hero, he exhorts us to 
honor Beethoven Hero by heroically departing 
from our closed Beethovenian world into the 
open seas. 

For the remainder of this review I will focus 
on the ethical argument of Beethoven Hero from 
a feminist point of view, arguing that Burnham's 
emphasis on the hero reinscribes the masculine 
particularity of Beethoven's music. I will discuss 
Burnham's version of the heroic quest for mas
culinity within the context of Max Weber's the
ory of modern society and conclude by analyzing 

Burnham's own ethical pos1tton, articulated m 
the final pages of Beethoven Hero. 

The Return to Ethics 

According to Geoffrey Galt Harpham's essay on 
ethics in the l 99 5 volume Critical Terms for Lit
erary Study, a renewed interest in ethics occurred 
in the 1990s as a reaction to what he calls the 
"Theoretical Era" in literary theory, which lasted 
from about 1968 to 1987.4 During this Theoret
ical Era, feminist, Marxist, and deconstructive 
approaches viewed ethics with Nietzschean sus
picion as a covert power strategy. For example, in 
l 98 l Frederic Jameson declared in The Political 
Unconscious: 

In its narrowest sense, ethical thought projects as 

permanent features of human "experience," and 

thus as a kind of "wisdom" about personal life and 

interpersonal relations, what are in reality the his

torical and institutional specifics of a determinate 

type of group solidarity or class cohesion .... All 

ethics lives by exclusion and predicates certain types 

of Otherness or evil.1 

Around the same time, deconstructionists like 
Paul de Man focused on reading figurative lan
guage, on finding "undecidable" places in texts 
in which aesthetic forces disrupted and negated 
meaning. This strategy tried to keep the aes
thetic element separate from ethical concerns. 
But when de Man's wartime journalism in a Bel
gian collaborationist newspaper came to light 

at the end of 1987, the categories of good and 
evil returned with a vengeance. It was this event, 
Harpham suggests, that made scholars realize 
how ethics play an unavoidable part in any and 
every type of critical approach, including the de
constructive. 

Unfortunately, this return to ethical ap
proaches in the 1990s seems to have served some 

4. Geoffrey Galt Harpham, "Ethics," in Critical Terms for Literary Study, 2d ed., ed. Frank Lentricchia and Thomas 
McLaughlin (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995 ), 3 87-405. 
5. Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
198r), 59-60. 
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as a bolt-hole to escape from feminist ideological 
critique. Harpham cautions, "Those interested 
in ethics today must reckon with the possibil
ity that a contemporary revival of ethics as an 
area of academic interest signals ... a specific 
resistance to feminism as a discipline and a cul
tural force." 6 He draws that conclusion from the 
recent cases in philosophical writing in which 
"ethical discourse, which ought to concern itself 
exclusively with Reason, Freedom, Value, or the 
Good, still insistently constructs a particular sex
ual scenario, casting 'man' in all the lead roles: 
the Hero of Duty, the Prince of Reflection, the 
Knight of Temptation, the Sovereign of Freedom, 
the General Exemplum of Humanity. " 7 

Burnham's Beethovenian ethics suffer from 
precisely this problem. He claims that "this is 

indeed music of universal human experience," 
going on to qualify it as "of a very particular 
type: human experience is here cast as heroic 
experience" (xiv). But it is more particular than 
that; it is heroic male experience. He assumes 
the male pronoun throughout his book without 
comment. His reviewers have noted parentheti
cally this assumption but have not criticized it. 8 

The general idea seems to be that it is so obvi
ous that the universal hero is specifically male 
(and white, young, and European) that it does 
not need to be mentioned. It does not need to 
be mentioned, it seems, because included and 
excluded alike admire and believe in these univer
sally heroic values. Beethoven's music can teach 
anyone to be a hero who conquers obstacles and 
reaches self-completion. Everyone should want 
to be this kind of hero, even if the narrative 
specifically excludes them from the possibility 
of becoming one. Once these assumptions are 

made, there does not seem to be any ethical prob
lem with casting the universal human experience 
as the experience of the heroic man. 

But there is a problem. In her book Decon
structing the Hero, Margery Hourihan argues 
that while stories about the hero and his ad
ventures have functioned in positive ways for 
societies in the past, for society today it is 

a disabling story, naturalizing the exploitation of 

the environment, the domination of non-European 

peoples, the marginalization and subordination of 

women, the wanton slaughter of animals for use 

and amusement, and the use of force and violence 

to achieve these ends. It depicts this behaviour as 

natural, rational and good, as the struggle of the 

morally and culturally superior to achieve appro

priate mastery.9 

As Hourihan's work shows, today there are eth
ical objections to the story of the hero. The soci
ologist John Macinnes has further observed that 
the public attitude toward masculinity in general 
is becoming more critical: 

What were once claimed to be manly virtues (hero

ism, independence, courage, strength, rationality, 

will, backbone, virility) have become masculine 

vices (abuse, destructive aggression, coldness, emo

tional inarticulacy, detachment, isolation, an inabil

ity to be flexible, to communicate, to empathize, to 

be soft, supportive or life affirming). 10 

One could respond that while Hourihan's critical 
description obviously pertains to adventure sto
ries and action heroes from Rudyard Kipling's 
Kim to Steven Spielberg's Indiana Jones, it is 

6. Geoffrey Galt Harpham, Getting it Right: Language, Literature, and Ethics (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 14. 
7. Harpham, "Ethics," 388. 
8. "The very fact that the symphonies stimulated heroic stories made it easier for listeners to relate to them man to man 
(always man, I think)" (Joseph Kerman, "The 'Beethoven Takeover,'" New York Review of Books, 3 October 1996, 
23 ). "We are introduced to the hero ... where he (and there can be no doubt that Beethoven's heroes are masculine) 
first experiences strife" (Hyer, review of Beethoven Hero, 121 ). 
9. Margery Hourihan, Deconstructing the Hero: Literary Theory and Children's Literature (New York: Routledge, 
1997), 233. 
10. John Macinnes, The End of Masculinity: The Confusion of Sexual Genesis and Sexual Difference in Modern Society 
(Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1998), 47. 
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questionable whether it applies to something as 
abstract as the Eroica Symphony. The imma
teriality of music has served as a buffer from 

this type of ideological critique. But is there 
something ideological about the most abstract 
heroic narrative that would apply even to a 
symphony? 

Burnham, in describing the story portrayed 
by the heroic style, begins by invoking "the ne
cessity of struggle and eventual triumph as an 
index of man's greatness, his heroic potential" 
(xiv). "Man" is not specifically identified in this 
narrative, nor is the time and place of his strug
gle. The story is so purified of particularity that 
"it is always the same, or nearly so: something 
(someone) not fully formed but full of potential 
ventures out into complexity and ramification 
(adversity), reaches a ne plus ultra (a crisis), 
and then returns renewed and completed (tri
umphant)" (3). At the end of his last chapter 
Burnham repeats the fundamental model of nar
rative in musical terms: "It seems we want our 
music to go somewhere, to complete a process, 
to integrate theme and form, subject and object, 
and to strive forth to a momentous and necessary 
conclusion" (153). The indispensable elements 
that constitute heroic experience and the most 
basic form of "our music" coincide. This would 
seem to prove Burnham's argument that on a cer
tain level Music is synonymous with Beethoven's 
heroic-style music. But I would like to put it 
another way: the two narratives coincide because 
they are both abstract enough to fit a basic form 
of narrative structured by conflict and resolution. 

Burnham places great importance on the "ag
onistics" of Beethoven's heroic music: "For here 
the particular emphasis is on the concept of 
the protagonist. Just as the word itself derives 
from terms related to combat and contest, so the 
agency in interpretations of Beethoven's heroic 
style is styled first and foremost as a struggling, 
contending 'agonist'" (30). Of course, struggle 
per se is not the equivalent of masculine heroics. 

The basic survival instinct insures that we strug
gle to stay alive. But just as "universal human ex
perience" in Burnham's account is actually heroic 

male experience, so is the type of struggle that 
characterizes the basic narrative of Beethoven's 
music as a particular construct of modern mas
culinity. I will work within Max Weber's theory 
of modern society to delineate the type of mascu
line agonistics that can be usefully critiqued from 
a feminist perspective. 

Max Weber's Heroic Ethics 

The work of the enormously influential German 
social thinker Max Weber (1864-1920) provides 
something Beethoven Hero distinctly needs: a 
theoretical framework for the ethics of heroism. 
The hero appears throughout Weber's work, not 
in the form of the protagonist of an adventure 
story but rather as the only viable personality 
type that can live in a disenchanted, rational, 
modern world. Conflict and struggle are funda
mental to this world and cannot be eliminated, 
only transformed: " 'Peace' is nothing more than 
a change in the form of conflict." 11 Weber was 
profoundly convinced that, not merely struggle, 
but conscious striving guided by rational de
cisions, defined and shaped the individual or, 
to use his term, the "personality." In the fol
lowing quotation, Weber suggests that a person 
can let his life run its course "naturally" like 
a stream or river; or he can make a series of 
conscious decisions that shape his life into having 

meaning: 

The fruit of the tree of knowledge, which is dis

tasteful to the complacent but which is, nonetheless, 

inescapable, consists in the insight that every single 

important activity and ultimately life as a whole, 

if it is not to be permitted to run on as an event 

in nature but is instead to be consciously guided, 

is a series of ultimate decisions through which the 

soul-as in Plato--chooses its own fate, i.e., the 

meaning of its activity and existence. 12 

1 1. Max Weber, "Tbe Meaning of 'Ethical Neutrality' in Sociology and Economics," in The Methodology of the Social 
Sciences, trans. and ed. E. A. Shils and H. A. Finch (Glencoe IL: The Free Press, 1949), 26-27. 

i 2. Weber, "The Meaning of 'Ethical Neutrality,'" 1 8. 
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A life without conscious decisions is not mean
ingful-there are no crossroads reached, no de
fining moments. In the same way, a narrative in 
which nothing happens has no meaning or form 
and therefore cannot even be called a narrative. 
Conflict is necessary for both narrative and life; 
in some sense it even seems that conflict and 
struggle is the meaning of narrative and life. 
Burnham comments, "Like Goethe's telling of 

the Faust legend, Beethoven's music allows us 
to believe that salvation is in the striving-and 
only in the striving" (166). Weber also referred 
repeatedly to Goethe's Faust and found many 
ways of expanding on the famous lines: 

This is the highest wisdom that I own, 

the best that mankind ever knew: 

Freedom and life are earned by those alone 

Who conquer them each day anew. u 

Weber traced the historical conditions that 
gave rise to a "worldly ethic of heroism." 14 In 
his most famous text, The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber described the Pu
ritans as exemplifying the worldly ethic: they had 
"that formalistic, hard, correct character which 
was peculiar to the men of that heroic age of 
capitalism. " 11 He contrasted this with "the ethics 
of the subjugated," which he described as "sim
plicity, patient resignation to trouble, humble 
acceptance of existing authority, and friendly for
giveness and passivity in the face of injustice." 16 

The Puritans were worldly because they val
ued hard work that resulted in accumulation of 
wealth, but they were heroic in that they rejected 
the idea that this wealth could be enjoyed as the 
reward. Weber used the adjective "heroic" here 

to refer not to courageous, daring actions but 
rather to sacrifice and renunciation. The con
sumption of wealth was renounced as ethically 
wrong: the only ethical satisfaction to be had on 
earth lay in the concept of vocation. As Martin 
Luther had most influentially taught, God had 
called everyone to a particular worldly duty, and 
the belief that one was fulfilling one's destiny 
would suffice as the reward for this work. In the 
Protestant ethic, therefore, the modern hero ac
tively struggled to achieve in a worldly endeavor 
not because his achievements would result in ma
terial rewards but because he was called to follow 
his vocation. Adherence to vocation was the only 
true way of affirming oneself, of defining one's 
personality, while at the same time affirming the 
paramount importance of God. The subjugated, 
in Weber's account, did not heroically strive but 
instead focused on God and passively endured 
conditions on earth. They did not form into de
finable personalities. 

The feminist sociologist Roslyn Wallach Bo
logh has described these two types of ethics as 
part of a basic duality running through Weber's 
work, "a duality between an active heroic form 
of life and a contemplative, receptive form of life, 
between being an agent and being a vessel, be
tween mastering and changing the world and per
petuating and reproducing the world as it is." 17 

The gendered nature of this duality does not even 
lie beneath the surface: Weber described it at 
times in gendered terms himself, calling the ethics 
of the subjugated "feminine virtues." 18 Bologh 
proposes to understand this dualistic system as 
structured most broadly between "love" and 
"greatness": love being the feminine, irrational 
realm that includes erotic, ecstatic, mystical, 

'3· Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethe's "Faust", trans. Walter Kaufmann (Garden City NY: Anchor Books, 1961 ), 
469; cited in Stephen A. Kent, "Weber, Goethe, and the Nietzschean Allusion: Capturing the Source of the 'Iron Cage' 
Metaphor," Sociological Analysis 44 ( 198 3 ): 297-3 20. 
14. Weber, "Religious Rejections of the World and Their Directions," in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. 
and ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), 336. 
1 5. Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1958), 166. 
16. Weber, The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fisch off (Boston: Beacon Press, 199 r ), 224. 
17. Roslyn Wallach Bologh, Love or Greatness: Max Weber and Masculine Thinking-A Feminist Inquiry (London: 
Unwin Hyman, 1990), 156. 
18. Weber, The Sociology of Religion, 225. 
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aesthetic, and emotional experiences; and great
ness being comprised of masculine rationality, 
stoicism, self-control, worldly success, and ad

herence to a vocation. As Bologh notes, "Love 
(attachments, community, ecstasy) remains the 
undertheorized other in Weber's work." 19 Weber 
privileges the greatness side and views the other 
side almost entirely as a threat to the masculin
ity of heroic ethics. Achieving individuality or 
personality involves renouncing as weakness and 
withstanding as temptation everything thought 
to be feminine. 

In sum, Weber's perspective gives us the ap
propriately weighty context-modern Western 
civilization-for the significance and value of 
Beethoven's portrayal of heroic behavior. It also 
shows why Burnham casts universal human ex
perience as heroic male experience: those who do 
not behave this way do not really qualify as in
dividuals. Dislodging the centrality of Beethoven 
Hero therefore involves finding an Archimedean 
point (to refer back to Bowen's view of the sit
uation) that is powerful enough to shift mascu
line modernity itself. A feminist approach can 
question the assumptions that heroism is the only 
viable attitude in the modern world and that only 
males can act in a heroic, masculine way. But a 
feminist critique cannot simply reject masculinity 
or the heroic style as embodying everything that 
is wrong with modernity; they are too entwined 
and dependent on each other to be conveniently 
separated. 

Another important duality in Weber's thought, 
the distinction between value rationality and 
instrumental rationality, can help clarify the em
phasis on the hero in Burnham's own ethical po
sition. Weber defined value rationality or Wertra
tionalitat as "rational orientation to an absolute 
value, involving a conscious belief in the abso
lute value of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or 
other form of behavior, entirely for its own sake 
and independently of any prospects of external 

1 9. Bologh, Love or Greatness, 140-4 1. 

success. " 20 This type of rationality describes, for 
instance, the adherence to a vocation. From the 
perspective of a person who believes that staying 

true to one's calling will always prove more valu
able than any external compensation, fidelity to a 
vocation is rational. But the behavior itself (e.g., 
turning down a higher-paying job in another 
field) may not seem at the time to make sense or 
be in a person's best interest. Weber called this 
"subjectively rational" in that "the subjective 
intention of the individual is planfully directed 
to the means which are regarded as correct for a 
given end." 21 

In contrast, with instrumental rationality or 
Zweckrationalitat, "action is rationally oriented 
to a system of discrete individual ends when the 
end, the means, and the secondary results are 
all rationally taken into account and weighed. "22 

From this perspective, career moves would be de
termined by a cost-benefit analysis of all external 
factors. Professions are entered into on the basis 
of their profitability and abandoned when they 
cease to be profitable. Weber also refers to this 
as formal rationality: a system is developed to 
calculate the most efficient means to accomplish 
an end. Weber recognized that both instrumental 
and value rationality are subjectively rational
i.e., rational from the subjective point of view 
of the individual-but instrumental rationality 
also has an objectively rational dimension in that 
it is based not on inherent values but rather on 
expectations of the consequences of acting in a 
certain way. 

Burnham fears that the value rationality of 
heroic Beethoven has been lost and that the 
framework of instrumental rationality now pre
vails in discussions of this music. Academics have 
lost track of Beethoven as a source of absolute 
value to one's sense of self and instead see him 
as a profitable topic that enables them to get 
ahead in the profession: "We have traded per
sonal connection for professional connections" 

20. Weber, Sociological Writings, ed. Wolf Heyde brand, The German Library, vol.60 (New York: Continuum, 1 994), 4. 
21. Weber, "The Meaning of 'Ethical Neutrality,'" 34. 
22. Weber, Sociological Writings, 5. 
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(161). Burnham broadens this indictment to ar
gue that in general the personal link with music 

has been lost, so that "our involvement with 
music becomes debased, reduced to a form of 
academic commerce" (161). 

For Weber, academic establishments, like all 
modern institutions, have become increasingly 
bureaucratic. Bureaucracy has been crucial to 
the development of an increasingly rational and 
efficient society. It is rational because "rules, 
means, ends, and matter-of-factness dominate its 
bearing."21 The bureaucratic official carries out 
specialized tasks for which he or she has been 
trained with machine-like efficiency. An increas
ingly complex modern society cannot function 
without an expansion of specialized and efficient 
bureaucracies. The negative aspect to this de

velopment is that it excludes subjective personal 
interest from playing a part in how workers carry 
out their jobs. Weber observed that it "develops 
the more perfectly, the more the bureaucracy is 
'dehumanized,' the more completely it succeeds 
in eliminating from official business love, hatred, 
and all purely personal, irrational, and emotional 
elements which escape calculation. "24 He also 
recognized that "an 'ethos' will unavoidably col
lide with the formalism and the rule-bound and 
cool 'matter-of-factness' of bureaucratic admin
istration. For this reason, the ethos must emo
tionally reject what reason demands." 25 When 
a bureaucracy administers "humanity" (as an 
academic music department presumably does) in 
a dehumanized way, the means and ends can 
seem to be at odds with each other. In one 
sense, the task accomplishes what it is supposed 
to do, but in another sense it seems to have 
completely lost its purpose. Burnham illustrates 
this when he speaks of "the challenging busi
ness of talking about why music matters to us 
as something more than the occasion for a spe
cialized branch of academic study" ( r 67 ), even 
though the "us" in the sentence must refer to 

23. Weber, "Bureaucracy," in Frum Max Weber, 244. 
24. Weber, "Bureaucracy," 2 1 6. 
25. Weher, ''Bureaucracy," 220-21. 

specialized academics. With almost desperate
sounding intensity Burnham admits: "I want to 

believe that the values of the heroic style are truly 

of value" (xix). The "want" indicates his aware
ness there is something preventing him from 
believing. 

Weber recognized the need for inner, absolute 

values that give a life's work its purpose and 

meaning. He placed the solution to this problem 

at the individual level by returning to the con

cept of vocation and the strong, heroic, manly 

personality. In order to invest a life's work with 

meaning, one must focus entirely on its ultimate 

purpose, even and especially if the job itself seems 
emptied of meaning. In "Science as a Vocation,'' 

Weber declared: 

In the field of science only he who is devoted solely 

to the work at hand has "personality." And this 

holds not only for the field of science; we know 

of no great artist who has ever done anything 

but serve his work and only his work .... [The 

person who asks:] "How can I prove that I am 

something other than a mere 'specialist' and how 

can I manage to say something in form or in content 

that nobody else has ever said?"-such a man is no 

"personality .... " An inner devotion to the task, 

and that alone, should lift the scientist to the height 

and dignity of the subject he pretends to serve. And 

in this it is not different with the artist. 26 

For Weber, the individual has no choice but 

to perform his tasks as part of the machine of 

modern rationality. The dignity of being a per

sonality in a dehumanizing world is attained only 

by those who act consistently, guided by an inner 

principle, and stoically ignore the emptiness of 

their external existence. It is their heroic internal 

battles to reconcile the instrumental rationality 

of their tasks and the value rationality of their 

beliefs that form them into personalities. This is 

26. Weber, "Science as a Vocation," in Frum Max Weber, 137. 
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what Weber called bearing "the fate of the times 

like a man. "27 

Heroic Renunciation-or Affirmation? 

The notion of instrumental versus value ratio
nality also sheds light on Burnham's distinc

tion in his final chapter between "Beethoven's 

Hero" and "Beethoven Hero." Pledge allegiance 

to the values, not the person, he urges-which 

means "internally identifying with Beethoven's 

hero" rather than "externally identifying with 

Beethoven Hero" (161). Slavishly worshipping 

the image of the almighty Beethoven is the last 

thing Burnham wants us to do. He argues that 

"internal identification with the human hero 

(tantamount to a discovery of the hero within us) 

is not the same as an externalized fetishization 

of this impulse into the worshiped figure of the 

demigod" (159). Weber also rejected hero wor

ship. Marianne Weber described her husband as 

advocating "service and absolute devotion to a 

cause, an ideal, but not to an earthly finite human 

being and its limited aims, no matter how out

standing and venerable that person might be." 28 

Burnham's notion of internal identification en

tails abstracting Beethoven's values and ethical 

code of behavior and making these an ultimate 

end, not a means, toward an external goal. 

It would seem that if we adhere to the values 

of the heroic style rather than to the figure of 

Beethoven himself, our ethical integrity with re

gard to music is assured. The very last sentence 

states that "this is how we may best continue to 

honor Beethoven Hero, by staying in touch with 

the hero within ourselves and others, the hero 

whose presence is music" (168). But Burnham 

also exhorts us to transcend these values: 

27. Weber, "Science as a Vocation," 155. 

Any real move beyond our situatedness in the 

Beethovenian paradigm requires that we transcend 

ourselves, that we somehow rise above the very 

foundations of our discourse. Making such an ef
fort gains a special poignancy, because the heroic 

style continues to tell us things we want, and prob

ably need, to hear. And yet, one of the things it 

has been heard to relate is the effort of overcoming 

oneself. Thus making the struggle to hear beyond 

the heroic style may even seem ... heroic. (162) 

Burnham exposes the paradox: the heroic style 
itself requires renunciation, so one is only being 
heroic by renouncing the heroic style. 29 

For theorists and musicologists, transcending 
the heroic style apparently means here not judg
ing other music by the heroic standard. The 

problem with this gesture is that while Burnham 
acknowledges alternatives to the Beethovenian 
paradigm, he contains these alternatives within 
the form of yet another self-overcoming narra
tive. In the last paragraph of the book he de
scribes an "enchanted island" to which we have 
been lured by "the siren song of self sung by 
Beethoven's heroic style." Now we must leave, 
"place our sails in the way of new winds and 
face the dangerous promise of an open sea" 
(167). Sailing away from an enchanted island 
inhabited by sirens is an implicit reference to 
the Odyssey-one of the oldest stories of the 
hero. Burnham doesn't give us a single reason to 

leave the enchanted island except that it makes 

us more heroic.'0 By leaving, Burnham contin
ues the struggle to be ethical in the manner of 

Beethoven; therefore, he is not transcending the 
Beethoven Hero paradigm at all. 

Friedrich Nietzsche repeatedly unmasked this 
strategy in his later writing. Section 27 of The 

z.8. Marianne Weber, Max Weber: A Biography, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 197 5 ), 4 57. 
z.9. Robert Hatten has suggested that this is what Beethoven himself did: that he moves from heroism to renunciation in 
his late works. A new genre of "abnegation" emerges, which achieves "the serene transcendence of a spiritual victory, 
won not only through heroic striving ... but through profound abnegation in the face of a tragic reality that cannot 
be cancelled." See Robert S. Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven: Markedness, Correlation, and Interpretation 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 286. 
30. Burnham makes only the most perfunctory references to a postmodern philosophy chat has questioned the concept 
of the self; in his book it does not present a threat to the Beethoven Hero paradigm. 
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Gay Science is one place in which he succinctly 

describes how renunciation is really a form of 

affirmation: 

The man of renunciation.-What does the man of 

renunciation do? He strives for a higher world, 

he wants to fly further and higher than all men 

of affirmation-he throws away much that would 

encumber his flight, including not a little that he 

esteems and likes; he sacrifices it to his desire for the 

heights. This sacrificing, this throwing way, how

ever, is precisely what alone becomes visible and 

leads people to call him the man of renunciation: 

it is as such that he confronts us, shrouded in his 

hood, as if he were the soul of a hairshirt. But he 

is quite satisfied with the impression he makes on 

us: he wants to conceal from us his desire, his pride, 

his intention to soar beyond us.-Yes, he is cleverer 

than we thought and so polite to us-this man of 

affirmation. For that is what he is, no less than we, 

even in his renunciation. 11 

What does it mean to refuse to be heroic? It 
is the hero within us that tells us to renounce 

the heroic paradigm. Therefore, the values of 

the heroic style that we have assimilated ("the 

hero within us") continue to call the shots as we 

venture beyond the heroic style. We still value 

the narrative of the overcoming self even as we 

struggle to free ourselves from that narrative. 

Beethoven Hero is an important book that tes

tifies to the deep-rooted endurance of moder

nity. However, Burnham's final gesture of moving 

away from the Beethoven paradigm is mislead

ing. If we accept his argument, our experience 

of other music will remain within the param

eters of the Beethoven ethic and the masculine 

imperative. 

3 I. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, I976), TOO-IOI. 
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