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C H A P T E R 1 Earworms: Life's Soundtrack

Like me, I am sure, you have all been haunted, obsessed to
the point of queasiness, possessed until you just can’t take
it any more by one of those tunes that come to you just like
that, one of those songs you hear by chance (which means,
of course, by necessity) on the radio, in a café, or at the
supermarket: one of those hits that, from that moment on,
refuses to let you go. It is there on your lips when you wake
up, it gives a beat to your steps in the street or else it comes
to mind all of a sudden without your knowing why, inter-
rupting your train of thought and the dreams of your inner-
most self.

You love them or hate them: You can hear them again
years later and be engulfed by a wave of nostalgia that takes
you back to a past moment as if you had never left it. You
can also, on the contrary, devote all your forces to the at-
tempt to defend yourself against this musical parasite that
has dared take a hold of you. . . . Nothing is to be done: A
kind of virus has taken over you and you have caught what
some have called an earworm.

It was only recently that I came across this expression
while reading the French translation of an article that ap-
peared in the English daily, the Guardian.
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According to James Kellaris, marketing professor at the
University of Cincinnati, . . . at one time or another
nearly 99 percent of people have had earworms—those
sticky tunes that people can’t get out of their heads. . . .
On average, the episodes may last several hours and hap-
pen quite frequently in ‘‘chronic sufferers.’’ The term
‘‘earworm’’ is a translation of the German word Ohr-
wurm, used to describe the ‘‘musical itch’’ of the
brain. . . . The musical earworm actually works more like
a virus, attaching itself to a host and keeping itself alive
by feeding off the host’s memory.1

Even if the thought of consulting the ‘‘virtual clinic’’ this
eminent academic has opened online would probably never
have crossed my mind,2 I do often suffer from earworms.
Not so much the ones that are apparently at the top of the
charts of our globalized obsessions (the Guardian cites Kylie
Minogue’s ‘‘Can’t Get You Out of My Head,’’ whose title,
not without irony, is itself emblematic of the phenomenon),
but others, whether ones I hold dear (‘‘Parole, parole, pa-
role,’’ a veritable masterpiece) or ones that exasperate me
(‘‘Imagine,’’ the intolerable ‘‘Imagine’’ by John Lennon).
Have I then decided to write this book about and for them
as a way of purging myself of them?

Perhaps.
But I have also written this book to give some dignity to

these objects that are so often and in so many discourses
considered as entirely lacking in merit. I even want to lend
them a philosophical dignity, in something of the same way
that ragpickers, kitsch, signs, ads, the mania for collecting,
and children’s books were elevated to the status of philo-
sophical objects in the work of Walter Benjamin, both in
The Arcades Project and elsewhere in his writing.
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This is therefore an attempt to think hits. To trace a con-
cept, a logic of the hit. And to give full entitlement to the
philosophical surprise that accompanies the confrontation
with something that seems so obvious: in other words, ba-
nality and singularity.

What does the triviality of the hit really hide when it can
nonetheless move us as no one else can? What singular
emotions are in play? What investments, what economies—
both mercantile and psychic—are at work in them, and per-
haps even what politics? In short, how is a tune just like that,
a simple little tune that seems to come from nowhere and
from everywhere at the same time, able to accompany our
lives and constitute its incomparable soundtrack?3 What
makes it seem to harmonize with what is so proper to each
one of us? How does it become the carrier or the repository
of our incomparable passions, all while being inscribed in
the circulation of a general exchange of clichés?
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