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Takeaways, Sound Studies

My three key takeaways from sound studies pertain to knowledge production, the body,
and its analytical potential for thinking about the politics of listening.

First, the sonic space, while integral to the production of knowledge, remains
understudied and is often overshadowed by the dominance of textual and visual
analysis.

Second, sound permeates the porous body, creating emotional resonance that
shapes the very foundation upon which meaning is constructed.

Finally, sound studies offers a diverse set of conceptual tools—noise, silence,
rhythm, music, language—to deepen our understanding of political phenomena,
including processes of racialization, the exploitation of affective labor through
digital technologies, and the formation and maintenance of empire.
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e Wallmark focuses on timbre’s role in shaping musical meaning and emotion,
examining how timbre, rather than just pitch or rhythm, holds significant cultural
and affective weight. The author argues that timbre is central to the sensory and
emotional experience of music, positioning it as a key aspect of human
perception, empathy, and aesthetic judgment. The book highlights timbre’s
capacity to evoke embodied and emotional responses, drawing on studies of
empathy and motor resonance to demonstrate how listeners physically and
emotionally connect to musical sound through its texture.
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¢ Building on William James’ idea of “much-at-onceness,” Wilshire explores the
abundance of stimuli and emotion that constantly affect us, but that we often fail
to recognize or appreciate. Drawing on philosophy, phenomenology, and
ecological perspectives, the author argues that music reveals the dense, layered
nature of time, emotion, and existence, allowing individuals a deeper connection
to experience life beyond the intellectual or rational.

Relation to my own work

My research focuses on race, religion, and sound in late colonial and early American
New Orleans. I apply sound studies as a decolonizing methodology to spaces like Congo Square,
a historical site where enslaved people from the African diaspora gathered, practiced religion,
sang, danced, drummed, and peddled wares.

Sound studies reveals layers of history, resistance, and meaning that have been silenced
by colonial narratives. Rather than centering Congo Square solely as the origin site of jazz, |



emphasize it as an intellectual space of well-being, solace, and rebellion against racial
oppression. This approach privileges Afro-diasporic sacred ways of knowing as a form of
decolonizing resistance, challenging colonial impacts on non-Western religious practices.

Sound studies also provides insights into the processes of white racial logic by examining
how noise is constructed as an “other.” Historically, what is labeled as “noise” often reflects
racial and religious othering, reinforcing boundaries of public space, religious excess, and
whiteness. By exploring how marginalized sounds have been deemed disruptive or threatening, |
uncover how “noise” has been used to regulate racial and religious identities, exposing the ways
in which power operates through sound to define and exclude the other.



