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Abstract  

Active noise cancelling (ANC) headphones grant an individual the ability to define and 

create personal sonic borders in real time. While this promise offers individuals a form of 

sonic escapism, I suggest that the technology is cloaked in neoliberal cultural values 

which promote individualized thinking, capital interest attained through increased focus, 

control of both the consumer and their sonic environment, and a Euro-centric perception 

of rationality and knowledge formation (J. H. Clarke et al., 2007; Gane, 2008; Houghton, 

2019; Lazzarato, 2009). The technology dissolves opportunities for embodied sonic 

connection to land, community, and nonhuman agents which are strengthened through 

attentive and unmediated listening practices (Classen, 1999; Feld, 2012; Gross, 2014; 

Robinson, 2020; Simpson, 2011). Through a case study of Bose’s 700 NC and Apple’s 

Airpods Pro noise-cancelling headphones, this thesis works to uncover the ways in 

which the technology reproduces neoliberal ideologies utilizing CDA (Amoussue & 

Allagbe, 2018; Fairclough, 2001; Van Dijk, 2003) to consider how both companies 

advertise their noise-cancelling headphones and prioritize the neoliberal subject. 

Additionally, a collection of soundwalks are performed to compare the promises offered 

by the marketing campaigns through autoethnographic research (Behrendt, 2018; 

Sterne, 2003; Westerkamp, 2006). To juxtapose these neoliberal values and to offer 

moments for decolonial perspectives, this thesis addresses Indigenous, specifically 

Anishinaabe, literature on listening and sonic dimensions to consider the ways in which 

unmediated listening may offer moments of embodied knowledge which emerge from 

and through critical self-reflexivity, an awareness of an individual’s listening positionality, 

and a perspective on spatial intersubjectivity. 

Keywords: neoliberalism; technology studies; sound studies; Indigenous; noise 

cancelling headphones 
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Glossary 

Algonquin A member of an Indigenous community in Canada whose land 
is located along the Ottawa River and to the North of Lake 
Superior. 

Anishinaabe A group of culturally related Indigenous peoples within 
Canada and the United States. This includes Odawa, 
Saulteaux, Ojibwe, Potawatomi, Oji-Cree, and Algonquin 
peoples. It may be also written as Anishinaabeg or 
Nishnaabeg. 

First Nations Any of the groups of Indigenous peoples of Canada 
recognized by the federal government or functioning without 
official status. The term generally excludes Inuit and Métis 
groups. 

Indigenous Throughout its use in my thesis, it is used to reference 
Indigenous Canadians including the First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis peoples.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

“Creator gave us two ears and one mouth for a reason; you should use 
them proportionately. You will almost always gain more by listening than 
you will from talking”  

      (Rebecca Benson, n.d.) 

I recall sitting in the school’s computer lab at the age of 7 surrounded by my 

classmates, each of us practicing our typing skills and aiming to be the fastest in the 

class. As we struggled to keep our hands in what my teacher had labelled our ‘anchor’ 

location on the keyboard, we would converse with each other to ask for clarification, 

assuring that our hands were hovering above the proper keys and that we were 

completing the activity correctly. While we had considered these moments of 

collaboration to be beneficial to our learning experience, our teacher deduced otherwise. 

These minutes of talking and communal learning were identified to be a disturbance to 

our productivity, causing our teacher to adjust our activity parameters, requiring each of 

us to wear a pair of headphones that would aim to redirect our focus to an individual 

typing practice. By the age of 15 many of my school mates had their own pair of 

headphones. During the daily commutes on the school bus, my colleagues would reach 

for their headphones to listen to the latest music. A quick glimpse around the bus would 

identify the individuality of this experience and the barriers of access for others, allowing 

a select few to escape within their personal sonic borders. At 18, I had moved to a new 

city for university. Having grown up in the country, I was shocked by the loud sounds of 

urban living and noisy residence neighbours that plagued my sleep. When I had 

disclosed this problem to my floor advisor as I was looking for suggestions to aid in 

sound dampening my sleep and study space, she suggested I wear headphones to 

solve these issues; a tool which would help lull me to sleep and maintain a sense of 

social harmony between myself and fellow members of the residence. Now, a sound 

studies scholar at age 24, I’m reminded of these experiences and drawn to consider how 

headphones have accompanied many milestones, years of schooling, and various 

community activities; how it has prompted me to approach communal spaces as a 
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moment to reach for this individualized soundscape, and how it has shaped my 

perception of sonic control, malleability, individuality, and notions of community. 

This method of mediated noise-cancellation has evolved through a vast history of 

technological advancements. In current headphones, it is most commonly designed as 

an active processing or active noise cancelling (ANC) technology (Guicking, 1990; 

Hagood, 2011; Hansen, 2003; Narahari & Pandey, 2003); a tool which can not only 

define and create sonic borders in real time but can also grant the user a greater sense 

of individuality and focus by being able to tune out of any external environment. While 

these promises may seem tempting to the consumer, especially with the rise of noise 

pollution (Furseth, 2017; Hagood, 2011; Radovac, 2015; Timmerman, 2009), they are 

cloaked in neoliberal cultural values which promote individualized thinking, a 

prioritization of productivity and capital gain, a preference towards streamlined singular 

sensory focus, a perception of the human experience as the sole ‘rational’ being, and a 

lack of communal sonic awareness (Gane, 2008; Lazzarato, 2009; Sterne, 2012). Not 

only do they develop a completely new soundscape for the listener, but they arguably 

dissolve opportunities for sonic connection to land, community, or self which are 

strengthened through attentive and present listening practices (Gross, 2014; Robinson, 

2020; Simpson, 2011). Ultimately, this thesis acts as a case study to explore the political 

ideologies of consumer technology, identifying that technology is not neutral; it is rooted 

in decades of political perspectives and social conditions which have long informed 

ideas of the self and an individual’s relationships with their environment. In the 21st 

century, the neoliberal subject reigns the idolized consumer, positioning a user who 

prioritizes a sense of individuality, an Enlightenment centric view of ‘rationality’, 

consumerism, and order, as the ideal public. As a descendent of a line of Anishinaabe 

women, I hereby consider a collection of questions that motivate my work as a scholar. I 

consider the facets of colonization that are rooted in the formation of the neoliberal 

subject – I ponder how technological companies advertise and deepen ideologies of 

colonialism through discrete processes of cultural imperialism having evolved from 

Enlightenment thinking. The questions that inform my thesis are: 

1.  How is the neoliberal subject prioritized and strengthened through the 
marketing discourse of noise cancelling headphones? 
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2.  Who does the brand define as the ideal subject assumed to engage 
with the technology? And what relationships are they expected to 
have with their environment and community? 

3.  How might the use of noise-cancelling headphones affect an 
individual’s emotional and cultural connections to land, kin, and self? 

Through two focal case studies of Bose’s 700 NC and Apple’s Airpods Pro noise-

cancelling headphones, this thesis will work to uncover the ways in which Bose and 

Apple advertise noise-cancelling headphones. It will explore how both companies frame 

the consumer as the neoliberal subject, prioritizing certain neoliberal perspectives in how 

a person should relate to self, community, and culture; additionally, a collection of 

soundwalks will be performed to compare the promises offered by the machines as well 

as the production of personalized sonic space as bodily and ethnographic exploration of 

space and place.  

To consider these technologies through autoethnographic research, and to 

integrate decolonial approaches to sonic analysis, I consider my critical listening 

positionality throughout this thesis and primarily in the soundwalking chapter. Dylan 

Robinson describes critical listening positionality as a process of engagement that 

requires self-reflexive questioning when approaching listening practices to consider how 

race, culture, gender, ability, biases, habits, training, and sexuality “influence the way we 

are able to hear sound, music, and the world around us” (Robinson, 2020, p. 10). I am a 

24-year-old woman with settler and Anishinaabe heritage, currently engaged and 

financially stable, moving between rural and urban living environments regularly. I have 

years of classical musical training which at one point in my life informed my primary 

listening habits as I would listen to discern sonic intervals and musical interludes; 

however, as Robinson suggests, listening positionality is always in flux due to ever-

evolving individual realities. While it has been many years since my last formal music 

training, these rigid colonial listening techniques, alongside my financial, social, and 

cultural status, inform how I listen and continue to resonate in my understandings of 

sonic place. I am also informed by other academics and methodologies, leaning into 

structured acoustic ecology practices as well as embodied reflexive listening techniques 

which emerge through Anishinaabe literature. The act of considering my listening 

positionality is not a confession that I aim to make at the beginning of my thesis, but 

rather acts as a recognition of a state of being that guides my listening techniques and 

sets parameters around my object of study (Robinson, 2020, p. 39). This approach to 
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critical reflexivity has shaped my thesis in many ways, from being highly critical of my 

understanding of the technology through the colonial lens while finding moments of 

transformation within the work of other Indigenous authors, to my methodological 

approach to soundwalking paired with the work of Indigenous scholars and theories that 

identify important theoretical frameworks for listening and self-reflection. This has 

allowed me to guide my actions towards unsettling the settler positionalities that 

influence my understanding of sonic environments. In sum, to adopt this perspective, I 

explore noise cancelling headphones through the lens of neoliberalism and I consider 

them in relation to Indigenous, specifically Anishinaabe, perspectives on listening while 

considering my positionality in this context. In doing so I reflect on the way this 

technology promotes absent and individualized relationships which run counter to 

Anishinaabe cultural priorities tied to land, community, and embodied knowledge.  

To outline the reasoning behind my specific choice in case studies, I explore 

Bose’s NC 700 headphones as they are a leader in the field of personalized noise 

cancellation. Also, this pair of headphones introduced new features previously 

unavailable within Bose’s technology, most recently allowing for augmented reality (AR) 

use through various applications (a feature which has since been discontinued but will 

be briefly addressed in my thesis). Simultaneously, I analyze Apple’s newest AirPods 

Pro as a recent competitor in this field. Having purchased the Beats Electronics 

corporation in 2014, Apple has only recently begun designing ANC products within their 

own brand (Apple, 2014). Apple situates their latest AirPods Pro as revolutionary in-ear 

headphones. I utilize these two case studies as two supporting pieces of evidence that 

both represent complex nuanced ways of defining neoliberal and neocolonial listening 

sensibility. These focal case studies are positioned in tandem to consider the means 

through which both brands market this technology while promoting neoliberal ideologies. 

1.1. Chapter Outline 

In the chapters to come I will work to define the marketing techniques of both 

brands, the production of the neoliberal subject, and the sonic experiences tied to the 

machines. In the continuation of my introduction, I expand on my Anishinaabe lineage to 

consider my listening positionality. Also, I address ethical considerations that inform my 

writing and my perspectives on considering Indigenous literature and decolonial 

approaches to listening.  
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In Chapter 2, I define neoliberalism and the neoliberal subject so that I may 

outline connections between the technology and this framework. I also use this section 

to briefly contextualize the Enlightenment period which has informed processes of 

cultural imperialism and colonization, all of which are embedded in neoliberal ideology 

and, subsequently, consumer technology. 

In Chapter 3 I compare my perspective on neoliberalism with the technical 

processes of noise-cancelling headphones to consider how the technology works to 

design the personal sonic space, to manipulate the soundscape, to ideologically control 

the user, and to alter individual perspectives. I specifically address two sensors which 

work to design a noise cancelling soundscape. I also address the concept of surveillance 

which exists within and alongside the headphone’s MEMS sensor systems.  

In Chapter 4 I offer a critical discourse analysis (CDA) using a series of 

screenshots from Bose’s and Apple’s websites, each of the screenshots tied to the 

specific model which I have chosen to analyze. Within my CDA chapter, I consider the 

neoliberal cultural values embedded in the discourse and imagery. I explore key terms 

and images in the micro level analysis to amass a collection of themes prioritized by 

each brand. In the meso level analysis I consider the website design, other website 

features such as notable videos or graphics, and the intended user, to better understand 

their marketing focus and current campaigns. The macro level analysis is used to 

comparatively analyze the brands and reconsider some of the surveillant practices and 

neoliberal ideologies embedded in the technology and its intended use. 

Chapter 5 offers my autoethnographic exploration by way of soundwalking to 

explore Bose’s and Apple’s promises in action. I perform a series of soundwalks both 

with and without the headphones to compare how certain promises are actualized and to 

consider how my emotional and spiritual connection may shift through technologically 

mediated and unmediated listening experiences. I perform a total of 9 soundwalks: 3 

soundwalks in 3 different sounding locations (city, waterfront, forest). I compare my 

experience soundwalking with my CDA findings and decolonial critical self-reflexivity to 

address the use of this technology and its key functions. 

Finally, the conclusion summarizes these findings and suggests areas of 

expansion for future research. 
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1.2. Situating my Research 

I position my research within the field of technology studies, sound studies, and 

Indigenous theory. This thesis aims to consider the experience of mediated listening 

through the lens of a neoliberal subject, to explore the facets of colonialism and cultural 

imperialism tied to the use of these machines, and to define the features of this 

technology as an extension of neoliberal ideology.  

Throughout my thesis, I aim to work within and beyond sound studies, drawing 

inspiration from the work of the World Soundscape Project (WSP) to explore 

soundscapes within this mediated context. I consider a gap often overlooked within 

these fields of research — the technologically mediated sonic experience through the 

lens of Indigeneity. While sound theorists like R. Murray Schafer and those in the World 

Soundscape Project provide a critical analysis of sound media and noise issues in 

soundscape studies, they have historically approached these conversations from a white 

settler perspective and primarily a humanist perspective. Although unintentional, this has 

ended up excluding Indigenous narratives which work to prioritize cultural practices that 

include multi-sensory perspectives and spatial intersubjectivity of listeners and actors in 

a soundscape. Part of the reason for this settler narrative stems from the time frame in 

which the initial formation of the World Soundscape Project and various sound studies 

research was being conducted. During the 1960s, Indigenous people were facing many 

dangers, some of which included the Sixties Scoop and residential schools, which 

resulted in mass death and thousands of Indigenous Canadian children being forcefully 

removed from their homes and placed with non-Indigenous families. Simultaneously, I 

also argue that this historical division of Indigeneity and colonial narratives within 

acoustic ecology stems from the fact that this framework has often positioned itself as a 

systematic and humanistic analysis of a soundscape, presenting itself as universal and 

apolitical. Acoustic ecology, therefore, relies on a structured approach to sonic research 

as scholars are encouraged to analyze the ecological balance of sound sources, 

examining each sound as a species and to extract the data and information in relation to 

human understanding.  

The history of sound studies research is one which requires theoretical updates 

and movement away from colonial thinking embedded in methodology. In current 

contexts, various sound scholars have been producing research necessary to bridge this 
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gap while working to develop a supportive and culturally diverse field of sonic research. 

For example, Hildegard Westerkamp has addressed ways in which a listener may 

engage with an environment on a soundwalk, considering spiritual connection 

embedded in the experience (Westerkamp, 2019), moving attention away from 

structured data collection processes which have been a primary focus of soundwalking. 

Similarly, Mitchell Akiyama has worked to uncover the whiteness of sound studies in 

which various forms of sound works, such as those created by the WSP, did not reflect 

the multi-cultural soundscape of Canada. Akiyama notes the methods in which 

researchers approached these recordings were rooted in politics and embedded bias 

(Akiyama, 2019). Another example would be the work of Randolph Jordan and his paper 

Bell Tower of False Creek (2014), which works to consider an acoustic profile of 

Vancouver’s Bell Tower of False Creek comparatively analyzed with archival footage 

from 1936. Jordan’s work considers the soundscape within a historical context, 

positioning an ear to the embedded histories and considering the ancestral lands and 

communities that were impacted by the Burrard Bridge.  

Finally, Stó:lō scholar Dylan Robinson has expanded this field greatly, garnering 

widespread attention for his book Hungry Listening (2020). He considers the role of 

mindful listening and conscious awareness to be indicative of a society of presence, 

contrasting this perspective with settler listening, or a type of starvation, that he 

describes, 

“to be overcome with hunger in such a way that one loses the sense of 
relationality and reflexivity in the drive to satisfy that hunger. Hungry 
listening consumes without awareness of how the consumption acts in 
relationship with those people, the lands, the waters who provide 
sustenance” (Robinson, 2020, p.53)  

A hungry listener is one who is absent to the relational context of the peoples, 

lands, and waters, absent to their ability as a listener, and absent to their positionality 

within the world. Robinson describes them as someone who believes they are aware of 

all sonic meaning in the space, as someone who “prioritizes the capture and certainty of 

information over the affective feel, timbre, touch and texture of sound” (Robinson, 2020, 

p. 38). Robinson’s hungry listening offers nuanced and insightful ways to consider the 

branches of settler listening and to suggest the importance of disclosing and unsettling 

these positionalities, to be self-reflexive of their role in the spaces that they occupy and 

to question how and why they engage with certain sonic markers. Understanding this 



8 

positionality encourages moments of self-reflexivity in listening interventions, but it also 

helps the listener identify the ways in which it works to set parameters around the object 

of study, to determine what you study and how. As an Anishinaabe settler listening and 

writing within the confines of academia, my positionality informs several parameters that 

impact the ways in which I perform soundscape analysis. As a Royal Conservatory of 

Music piano player, I have become conditioned within these parameters to find harmonic 

layers and rhythmic interactions within the world. As a graduate student and scholar, I 

exist within these parameters of analysis, continually searching for hidden meaning and 

aiming to capture as much detail possible to present validity in the work and to find 

meaning in relation to the field of academia. As a descendent of Anishinaabe women, I 

am confronted with fear and confusion in these spaces and activities of creation and 

understanding where I have only learned about cultural experiences through written 

accounts. These parameters, among many others informed by my race, history, 

sexuality, financial status, and perception, impact the ways in which I study soundscapes 

and how I come to understand my analysis. Throughout my thesis, I aim to become 

more centrally aware of my positionality and my own forms of ‘hungry listening’ as they 

emerge through my autoethnographic research. I aim to be highly aware of the 

parameters set around my listening practices that inform my “‘civilizing’ drive for 

selective attention [which, in some cases] renders listening as a process of the ear 

rather than the body” (Robinson, 2020, p. 41). I will consider these dimensions of hungry 

listening in chapters to come, specifically in detail during my soundwalking chapter which 

is highly informed by various dimensions of decolonial aspirations and a recognition of 

moments of hungry listening.  

The research performed by various scholars such as Hildegard Westerkamp, 

Mitchell Akiyama, Randolph Jordan, and Dylan Robinson among many others, have 

offered new points of intersection in which to broaden the field of sound studies research 

and to develop a diverse perspective on sound and culture. With that said, there are still 

moments where additional Indigenous perspectives on listening and sonic intervention 

may offer new ways in which to engage with the sonic world: For example, what may 

happen if we view the soundscape as an equal plane of agents? A soundscape in which 

both human and non-human sound makers and listeners are engaging in that 

environment? What happens when we begin to view land as both speaker and listener? 

In sum, I aim not to dismiss the work performed by R. Murray Schafer and the World 



9 

Soundscape Project, as I do find their tools and research helpful in collecting and 

amassing my own data on location within this thesis, but I am equally inspired by the 

scholars who are engaging with Indigenous led perspectives on sound work or diverse 

cultural experiences to explore soundscapes beyond the context of Schafer’s work.  

As previously mentioned in relation to Dylan Robinson’s work, I have also been 

grappling with the idea of sonic presence and absence, to consider how my work may 

exist in relation to Indigenous cultures and theories. Robinson’s (2020) perspective on 

the hungry listener suggests an idea of a society of absence, but in comparison, other 

Indigenous scholars identify cultural practices which may offer perspectives on societies 

of presence and embodied engagement with sonic environments. In reference to an 

Anishinaabe importance of presence, scholar Leanne Simpson (2011) identifies the 

conceptualization of presence in Nishnaabeg society. She remarks how her ancestors 

were continually in the process of creating, and subsequently regeneration, noting that 

“our process – be they political, spiritual, education or healing – required a higher degree 

of presence than modern colonial existence” (Simpson, 2011, p.92). In her experience 

she considers the process of creating to allow Indigenous cultures to both understand 

and generate meaning through, “engagement, presence, and process” (Simpson, 2011, 

p.93). Similarly Dr. Lawrence William Gross amasses a collection of stories which 

address the role of the vision quest, an experience rooted in multi-sensory engagement, 

in which Anishinaabe children were sent into the woods and “were given instructions to 

maintain silence, pray, meditate on their lives, and observe the world around them” 

(Gross, 2014, p. 60). While this process itself is rooted in the development and 

preservation of cultural presence and connection to spiritual power, Gross suggests that 

“It is not simply the case that children are sent into the woods to acquire spiritual power. 

An additional, and perhaps more important part of the quest, is to encourage children to 

know themselves” (Gross, 2014, p. 61).  

While I am not able to explore presence and absence in much depth throughout 

my thesis, I identify these examples as perspectives which have informed my perception 

of sonic engagement and interactions with soundscape. These terms and experiences 

are something I hereby consider in relation to noise-cancelling headphones and the 

methods of cultural imperialism tied to the machine and its neoliberal ideologies. I hope 

to expand my work in future research opportunities to address the intersections of these 

themes, but for now I hope that this thesis contributes to these conversations and fields 



10 

of study by addressing the role of noise-cancelling headphones and by prompting 

discussions surrounding political perspectives on listening technologies and unmediated 

listening practices.  

1.3. Importance of Research 

My intention with undertaking this research is to encourage individuals to 

question the ideological bias and political positions embedded within consumer 

technologies, to approach consumption of new media technologies with trepidation and 

through the lens of various worldviews. I hope this research will encourage individuals to 

reconsider the importance of unmediated listening as unearthed knowledge, to question 

their listening positionality, and to recognize and demand sonic change and livable 

soundscapes beyond individual consumer-based solutions. I hope this research will help 

in reframing listening practices as meaningful from the perspective of Indigenous, mainly 

Anishinaabe, epistemologies by addressing the importance of listening to and with the 

environment. Finally, I hope this research helps to broaden technology studies and 

sound studies by employing an exploration of neoliberal ideologies within consumer 

technologies while referencing Indigenous perspectives in a focused case study. 

1.4. Defining my Positionality 

To position noise-cancelling headphones as an extension of neoliberal ideology 

while also considering Anishinaabe perspectives, I must address the implications of 

highlighting Indigenous knowledge in this context. I wish to use this section to consider 

my positionality as a researcher who is informed by both Anishinaabe literature as well 

as Western experience and theory. In outlining my relationship to Anishinaabe 

perspectives, I consider my personal desire for reconnection to my band, my relationship 

to my kin, which has primarily been formed by my grandparents, and my continual desire 

for knowledge and reclamation, which is currently shaped by my literary research as a 

graduate scholar. For me, University has functioned as a way in which to engage with 

the material, to reconnect with Anishinaabe histories and knowledge, and to reclaim a 

sense of community that I’ve felt as though I have been missing. Simultaneously, I also 

use this section to identity ethical implications of utilizing and extrapolating on the work 
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of Indigenous authors, and to reference Canadian histories that are embedded in, or run 

counter to, research and neoliberal technologies. 

Undertaking this research and writing while referring to Indigenous perspectives 

was not a choice I have made lightly. It is one that has emerged from both a desire to 

connect to my Indigenous histories and to identify the bridge between technology 

studies, sound studies research, and Indigenous, or in this case more specifically 

Anishinaabe, perspectives. As such, the task of positioning myself as a researcher is 

extremely important within this context. For quite some time this task was frightening; 

one that I avoided and feared. I have struggled with my identify for many years and thus 

having to explain my positionality within the context of this thesis felt like an 

insurmountable task; however, I share my story to provide both a context for my 

experience with and within Indigenous knowledge systems, and to consider the ethical 

implications of my research. 

I am Algonquin, but I have not always known this. This lineage was hidden for 

many generations out of fear of the repercussions of identifying as First Nations in 

Canada. Understanding Canada’s historical (albeit continuous) mistreatment of 

Indigenous people, I respect the decision that my lineage of grandmothers had made to 

protect their family. I realize now that denouncing their culture was a traumatic decision 

and one that they reluctantly chose during the heightened risks of residential schools 

and the deaths of many other First Nations Canadians. As such, it came as quite a 

shock to our family when we discovered this connection. When I was 10 years old, my 

grandmother found a family prayer book written in a language with which we were not 

familiar. After extensive research, we discovered this language was Algonquin. As one 

could imagine, this prompted months of inquiry into our history and Indigenous lineage, 

questioning whether we were Indigenous and considering why my ancestors had hidden 

this cultural connection and community. This research process led us to the Bonnechere 

Algonquin Community Centre located in Petawawa, Ontario. Entering this facility with 

questions and doubts, we were greeted warmly and shown our family lineage. A 

sprawling tree which contained the names of our family members adorned the wall, 

prompting some rather emotional reactions: we had found our way back. At this age, I 

was not familiar with the importance of this discovery and its impact on my family or my 

identity. When I received my non-status identification card a few months later, I still had 

not fully grasped what this identification entailed. Throughout the past 14 years I have 
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been conflicted with identification and confronted with a different fear: a lack of 

placement. I was not wholly Indigenous yet not wholly Canadian settler; I did not know 

Indigenous traditions within my band, and I didn’t feel as though I was truly a part of this 

community having been raised outside of cultural practices. 

As a family, we maintain a complex relationship with our Algonquin descent, and 

I am working to learn more about our culture. Most recently, I have been trying to amass 

knowledge and build community connections through my graduate research. In past 

occurrences, my family has received negativity for identifying as Indigenous. The fact 

that we, historically, left the community and abandoned those traditions resulted in some 

backlash of our newfound desire for connection. With that said, I acknowledge the pain 

that my lineage of grandmothers had experienced and the many factors as to why 

Indigenous women have historically concealed their identity. These factors include 

racism, internalized shame, and a generalized fear of life-threatening repercussions, to 

name a few. Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Simpson has noted that in her experience 

while writing a blog post for the Nations Rising Blog she was terrified and ashamed, 

“because Indigenous women and queer people have always been telling our truths, and 

they are not often heard, validated, or respected because the systemic violence of our 

lives is so readily normalized within settler colonial misogyny” (Simpson, 2018, p. 217). 

Simpson’s work, as well as many other Indigenous feminist scholars, provides a brief 

glimpse into the experience of Indigenous women as primary targets to colonial violence. 

As a scholar informed by Indigenous theory and working in dialogue with the scholars 

that have come before me, my research has made me more empathetically aware of the 

secrets my lineage of grandmothers had carried and their fear of identification - a 

heritage I now hope to reclaim for them through research. I am inspired by them and 

consider their bravery as I embark on a journey of knowledge within a culture that I long 

to grasp. The prospect of Indigenous inspired research simultaneously excites and 

terrifies me, but I’ve waited 14 years for the courage to start this adventure. 

Through this positionality statement I am by no means hoping to position myself 

as someone with embodied knowledge and experience. Thus, throughout this thesis I 

will reference the Indigenous scholars that have come before me and who help to inform 

my research, utilizing their work and considering their perspectives in reference to 

listening techniques unencumbered by technology and soundwalking in dialogue with 

nonhuman and human agents. I am employing their theoretical frameworks, 
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understandings of overarching epistemologies, and sonic interventions in how I 

approach my research topic and methods. You will find I am engaging with Anishinaabe 

scholars such as Leanne Simpson (2011), Lawrence William Gross (2014), and Winona 

LaDuke (2016), who each employ Anishinaabe centric perspectives to listening, land, 

and colonial experiences and interventions. Simultaneously, I reference other notable 

Indigenous scholars and theorists such as Dylan Robinson (2020), Archibald & Parent 

(2019), and Craig Proulx (2014) who help to inform additional Indigenous perspectives 

on sound and listening, Indigenous methodological forms of research, and perspectives 

on colonial surveillance. My consideration of these scholars and their theoretical work in 

relation to my research on noise-cancelling headphones will begin to take form in the 

coming chapters; I will reference literature both within the field of Indigenous theory and 

Western sound studies, exploring the complexities of these fields when examined 

collaboratively. Integrating Indigenous theoretical perspectives will allow me to reimagine 

methodological approaches to sound studies research and understandings of sonic 

place and space, as well as the role of consumer technology at the intersections of 

Indigenous centric sound studies and neoliberal control. 

1.5. Ethical Considerations 

Prior to exploring Indigenous perspectives within the context of noise-cancelling 

headphones and soundscape analysis, I also wish to identify the ethical considerations 

embedded within my research and the historical experiences that prompt my tentative 

and careful consideration of Indigenous stories in academia. I write from and within 

Canadian histories, and therefore I will refer solely to Canada’s colonial history and 

some key factors that have impacted and continue to impact Indigenous communities. 

Canada’s forced assimilation of Indigenous communities is historically 

exemplified through the creation of various governmental programs. The forced 

assimilation of Indigenous peoples within Canada was built into the structural logic of the 

laws, policies, and programs towards Indigenous peoples; unilaterally, these 

governmental programs have sought to terminate Indigenous peoples within these 

structures. Often, these assimilation techniques were violently fueled by racial logics of 

Euro-settler supremacy, a point which will be further explored in the following chapter 

when discussing neoliberal and colonial ideologies. These traumatic experiences exist 

within the bodies of Indigenous families, resonating decades into the past and future. 
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Much like my personal lineage, many Indigenous families have been forcibly removed 

from their heritage or have had to hide their identity and cultural practices in settler 

colonial societies out of fear of the racism or discrimination that are tied to this identity. 

Bonita Lawrence describes the tactics used within colonial states to assimilate and erase 

Indigenous presence, such as, 

“deliberately introduced diseases and alcoholism, wholesale land 
expropriation, resource plundering practices, the deliberate use of 
starvation tactics, settler violence and organized military violence to 
subjugate communities and suppress resistance, centuries of widespread 
and concerted attacks on Indigenous spiritual and ceremonial life, and 
finally the theft of Native children, first into residential schools and then into 
the foster care system” (Lawrence, 2004, p. 17) 

Within this quote, Lawrence highlights several motivations as to why Indigenous people 

may hide their identity. Expanding on this observation in her book, Lawrence (2004) 

describes how many of her interview participants were taught to be silent, to avoid 

speaking their language in front of settlers, or to do anything that may suggest they are 

of Indigenous descent. Lawrence notes that this form of self-policing is enacted as a 

form of protection in response to the many acts of violence that have shaped Indigenous 

lives in colonial societies (Lawrence, 2004, p. 124). This fear among Indigenous 

communities to identify as Indigenous is indicative of the lasting effects of colonial forms 

of cultural genocide which continue to echo within lived Indigenous realities.  

Since the most recent residential schools had only closed in the late 20th 

Century (Hanson, n.d.), these experiences remain quite recent; the intergenerational 

traumas and fragmented families continue to resonate within Indigenous bodies. Most 

recently, the discovery of numerous unmarked graves at residential schools have made 

it horrifyingly clear that these histories are not solely identifiable in the past but are 

exemplified as current realities through which new traumas continue to impact 

Indigenous communities and bodies. The trauma embedded within the history of 

Canada’s response to Indigeneity is generational. While I will not explore these historical 

mistreatments in much more detail, I reference them to encourage the reader to consider 

the lasting impact of these colonial programs and assimilation techniques on Indigenous 

communities throughout Canada and to remind readers that this history is not a closed 

book. Rather, these are very real and present realities that continue to shape 
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government policy, Indigenous communities, Indigenous scholars, and, because of 

these lasting logics, consumer technology today.  

It is also important to address the ethical implications of university centric 

research and the role that the university has played in the creation and study of 

traumatic governmental programs. In April of 2018, the University of British Columbia 

had announced the opening of the Indian Residential School History and Dialogue 

Centre, a centre which “privileges and honours the experiences of Survivors, to create a 

Survivor-centred, trauma-informed space for dialogue” (UBC, n.d.). During this 

ceremony, UBC President Santa Ono issued a formal apology, recognizing the role that 

UBC, and other universities, have performed in Indigenous histories and further 

developing these forms of generational trauma. Ono states; 

“Universities bear part of the responsibility for this history, not only for 
having trained many of the policy makers and administrators who operated 
the residential school system and doing so little to address the exclusion 
from higher education that the schools so effectively created, but also for 
tacitly accepting the silence surrounding it. In years past, even after the 
signing of human rights declarations and ethics agreements that followed 
World War II, university professors conducted research on the residential 
schools that exploited their deplorable conditions without attempting to 
change them” (Ono, 2018) 

Universities have historically stolen and re-presented Indigenous communities, 

cultures, and practices within the context of research. As a result, universities have 

become sites where highly problematic research and knowledge has been produced 

about Indigenous peoples which has been used to rationalize colonial dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples and assimilationist agendas. I outline these considerations as I 

believe it is important for a researcher to understand these experiences and the 

hesitation within Indigenous communities when approached for research. As a 

researcher myself exploring decolonial listening techniques, it is crucial to work with pre-

existing materials and/or work with communities to ensure that the research is both 

positive for the community in question and that it does not make assumptions or 

generalizations. As I analyze the role of noise-cancelling headphones while considering 

Indigenous perspectives on unmediated listening, I reference Indigenous scholars who 

have defined decolonial approaches to listening practices alongside various colonial 

techniques and ideologies. 
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The final ethical consideration I wish to identify is the importance of writing within 

the context of a specific community. Too often are Indigenous experiences grouped 

under one umbrella term; however, each community participates in different practices 

and therefore these traditions may have different meanings. For this thesis, I consider 

listening in the context of Indigenous practices and colonial perspectives across various 

communities; however, I simultaneously address key examples from Anishinaabe 

literature to provide a closer cultural connection to listening techniques, and to address 

the comparative emotional reactions that may be tied to mediated listening. This 

approach to researching Indigeneity will allow me to explore a widespread consideration 

of listening, while also situating my primary examples within the context of one group of 

First Nations peoples: Anishinaabe, which is where my own cultural and historical 

heritage lies.  

These ethical considerations provide a framework in which I have approached 

my research and, more specifically, a comparison to the neoliberal perspectives 

employed by noise cancelling headphones and technologically mediated listening 

techniques. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Tracing the Neoliberal Self: From the Enlightenment 
Period through Colonialism 

This chapter considers neoliberalism and the production of the neoliberal subject 

through consumer technology. I briefly trace the ideologies of this technology as they 

descend from the Enlightenment period, evolving through practices of cultural 

imperialism and colonization. I consider how the design of noise cancelling headphones 

and the marketing techniques employed are rooted in Enlightenment thinking and 

colonial logics which inform neoliberal ideologies. This analysis provides contextual 

descriptions to the use of this technology before addressing Bose and Apple as case 

studies. 

2.1. Defining Neoliberalism & The Neoliberal Subject 

Neoliberalism has been used to describe a variety of perspectives or political 

ideologies across various forms of research. While writing my thesis, I had considered 

the possibility of situating my analysis within other theoretical approaches, questioning 

whether neoliberalism seemed to be the best fit due to its frequent overuse and 

ambiguous definitions. I considered situating my analysis within the framework of 

colonization, which proved to be too difficult to operationalize in a short review; I had 

considered cultural imperialism, which offered a significant understanding of the cultural 

impacts of the technology but overlooked some of the capital interests of these 

productivity machines. In this work, I’m using a specific perspective on neoliberalism as 

outlined by Clarke et al. (2007), Lazzarato (2009), Gane (2008), Garrett (2019), and 

Houghton (2019) to refer to these perspectives: (1) A view of individuals and populations 

as primarily consumers (J. H. Clarke et al., 2007); (2) An emphasis on individuality and 

individual responsibilities (Gane, 2008; Lazzarato, 2009); (3) A prioritization of 

productivity, capital growth, and competition (J. H. Clarke et al., 2007; Gane, 2008); (4) 

A heightened sense of financial insecurity and widened financial gaps in public 

accumulation (Lazzarato, 2009). These scholars, among others (Garrett, 2019; 

Houghton, 2019), allow me to consider the cultural impacts of this technology as well as 

the dimensions of capital interest which accompany the possibility of this individualizing 
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tool. With this theoretical understanding and operationalized approach to neoliberalism, I 

suggest that these chosen neoliberal perspectives permeate various interactions within 

the world and shape individual responsibilities, altering how individuals and 

organizations operate. 

At an organizational level, these neoliberal ideologies are embedded in 

consumer products. In order for populations to be produced as individual consumers and 

productivity machines, various brands and technologies contribute to these logics as 

they work to promote and market the formation of the neoliberal subject (Houghton, 

2019). As a result, consumers begin to see value in these forms of technologies and 

begin to enact and self-regulate with these tools through their speech, actions, and 

purchases: 

“It is in the practices associated with these technologies that Foucault finds 
the means by which individuals self-regulate, self-fashion, and self-
produce. It is through these different practices of the self that the 
technology is reworked to fit with the dominant narrative of the time. 
Crucially, these processes are still influenced by dominant narratives. As 
such, the subjects enacting them will also be influenced by these 
narratives.” (Houghton, 2019, p. 618) 

Foucault’s perspective on the formation of the neoliberal subject highlights the 

processes in which the individual contributes to the larger interest of capital 

accumulation. Foucault notes,  

“The US variant of neoliberalism is ‘much more radical or much more 
complete or exhaustive’ (p. 243, emphasis added). This is because it 
involves ‘generalizing’ the ‘economic form of the market... throughout the 
social body and including the whole of the social system’ (p. 243, emphasis 
added). Across the entire society, this ‘economic analysis of the non-
economic’ becomes the dominant ‘analytical schema or grid of intelligibility’ 
(p. 243)” (Foucault as cited in Garrett, 2019, p. 476).  

In essence, these quotes demonstrate the role of neoliberalism in positioning an 

individual’s primary existence as an extension of a capital body, one which is made to be 

viewed through economic means and prioritized as individual. In considering the 

formation of the neoliberal subject, technology acts as a tool in which to maintain this 

sense of individuality and productivity by prioritizing capital interest, isolation, and focus. 

Throughout this thesis I will consider a few ways in which the neoliberal subject is 

prioritized and reproduced through the technological processes employed by noise-
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cancelling headphones, the brand’s marketing techniques, and the use of the technology 

in ethnographic research. At this stage, I find it beneficial to trace the collection of logics 

that have informed the formation of the neoliberal subject and the politicization of the 

machine which stems from Enlightenment thinking and the history of (European-led) 

colonization. 

The Enlightenment period (~1700-1815) is often defined through its political 

revolutions and ideals which prompted a reordering of social values (Duignan, n.d.). 

Most notably referred to as the ‘Age of Reason’, this period shifted the ways in which 

individuals were meant to understand and improve their condition, moving from a 

reliance on the Church or State to individual rationality as a path to freedom (Kant, 

1784). However, what we have come to understand as the Enlightenment period only 

refers to European history. To address the logics tied to this period, specifically the 

European concept of ‘rationality’, Constance Classen describes the ordering of senses 

exemplified by Enlightenment thinking and ‘civilization’:  

“The ‘lower’ senses of smell, taste and touch are rarely engaged by the 
school curriculum, for these senses are not generally considered to provide 
‘ways to wisdom’, but rather, only channels for pleasure or displeasure. 
Cultures which do try to educate all the senses are stereotyped as 
sensualist and decadent and customarily located by the Western 
imagination in the East.” (Classen, 1999, p. 271).  

Classen also references Jean Itard’s text in which Itard desires to tame the ‘wild 

boy’ of Aveyron by restructuring certain senses and dismissing others (Itard 1972; Lane 

1976 as cited in Classen, 1999, p. 271). This reference, alongside Classen’s description 

of hierarchical sensory experiences, provides a complex view on the multi-sensory 

processes employed by many cultures; these examples demonstrate the sensory 

engagements which were deemed unimportant to the idea of an educated subject and 

the rational being during the Enlightenment. The idea of the educated subject within the 

Enlightenment was strongly informed by those who were considered to be the 

underpinnings of the state – the economists, scientists, bureaucrats, and philosophers - 

all of whom were men of a certain class and race (Smith, 2012, p. 33). The Others, 

those who existed outside of this narrow view, were subsequently labeled uneducated 

and thus irrational beings, 

“Views about the Other had already existed for centuries in Europe, but 
during the Enlightenment these views became more formalized through 
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science, philosophy and imperialism, into explicit systems of classification 
and ‘regimes of truth’. The racialization of the human subject and the social 
order enabled comparisons to be made between the ‘us’ of the West and 
the ‘them’ of the Other. History was the story of people who ‘were regarded 
as fully human. Others who were not regarded as human (that is, capable 
of self-actualization) were prehistoric.” (Smith, 2012, p. 33) 

The Enlightenment tradition which prioritized this singular perspective on rational 

thought, individuality, and hierarchical sensory experiences, is importantly, a foundation 

for contemporary Western understandings of education and the ‘educated person.’ Thus, 

the logics of this form of thinking can be traced to current consumer technologies and 

neoliberal ideologies. 

By way of Enlightenment thinking, neoliberalism has emerged from and 

continues to embody roots of colonization. The conceptualization of education that was 

central to Enlightenment thinking was aimed at conquering and taming ‘wildness’ of the 

Other, such as multi-sensory understandings and spatial intersubjectivity, while also 

aiming to tame and control new lands. As a result, sensory traditions that embodied 

oppositional forms of multi-sensory processing were key targets to colonial violence. The 

Enlightenment thrived on obtaining local traditions and submitting those to the European 

notions of rationality and knowledge, 

“The Enlightenment provided the spirit, the impetus, the confidence, and 
the political and economic structures that facilitated the search for new 
knowledges…Knowledge was also there to be discovered, extracted, 
appropriated and distributed. Processes for enabling these things to occur 
became organized and systematic. They not only informed the field of study 
referred to by Said as ‘Orientalism’ but other disciplines of knowledge and 
‘regimes of truth’. It is through these disciplines that the indigenous world 
has been re presented to the West and it is through these disciplines that 
indigenous peoples often re search for the fragments of ourselves which 
were taken, catalogued, studied and stored.” (Smith, 2012, p. 61) 

These ‘regimes of truth’ were actualized through assimilatory techniques, 

controlling new lands and peoples. The processes of colonialism tied to the 

Enlightenment period was not solely about the collection of knowledge but also the “re-

arrangement, re-presentation, and re-distribution” (Smith, 2012, p. 65) of Indigenous 

cultures, peoples, and land. The search for ‘knowledge’ and re-appropriation of 

Indigenous cultures and lands are demonstrative of colonial control; a view of 

Indigenous populations as Other and uneducated in the eyes of Enlightened ‘rationality’. 

These processes of colonization through cultural imperialism and other forced 
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assimilatory techniques have allowed for these certain intellectual traditions to be 

realized and formed across nations.   

Returning to neoliberalism, it is evident that roots of Enlightenment thinking and 

colonial logics continue to permeate neoliberal perspectives on ‘rationality’, individuality, 

sensory processing, and capital interest. In the case of noise-cancelling headphones, 

these ideologies are prevalent in the technology as it works to naturalize certain 

behaviors, to shift listening focus, to alter sonic assumptions, and to change perceptions 

that have a lot to do with colonialism. For example, multi-sensory experiences which 

engage with and embody an equal appreciation of sensory responses may be perceived 

as a ‘wildness’ within the technology, and as a distraction to an individual’s ‘focus’. It is 

also important to consider that, “because colonizers come to not only stay but to replace 

the indigenous population, ‘invasion is a structure not an event’” (Teves et al., 2015, p. 

271). Therefore, neoliberal technologies can be said to promote colonial perspectives by 

way of structural forms of invasion tied to the promotion of certain ways of colonial being. 

Simultaneously, the epistemological roots of Enlightenment thinking persist in neoliberal 

ideology which shapes the ideal subject of technologies, like noise cancelling 

technology.  

Connecting these lineages to scholars in sound studies, Jonathan Sterne 

illuminates these vestiges of enlightenment thinking, noting that during the 

Enlightenment period, “the sense of hearing became an object of contemplation…Sound 

was commodified; it became something that can be bought and sold. These facts trouble 

the cliché that modern science and rationality were outgrowths of visual culture and 

visual thinking” (Sterne, 2003, p. 3). Tracing the progression of these logics through the 

development of sound devices, Sterne illuminates some of the orientations of sound and 

listening affixed to these technologies. Particularly, he considers the perception of 

listening as a skill which emerged during Enlightenment and impacted its ability to be 

used as a tool for ‘rationality’ and reconstruction of sonic space (Sterne, 2003, p. 93). 

Sterne deciphers Enlightenment logics as embodied by sound reproduction technologies 

and as integral to their development across histories. Similarly, Emily Thompson 

considers the ways in which sound technologies became a tool of modernity, labelled as 

modern as a result of its efficiency, its commodity in a culture interested in consumption, 

and its ability to demonstrate “man's technical mastery over his physical environment, 

and it did so in a way that transformed traditional relationships between sound, space, 
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and time” (Thompson, 2002, pp. 3–4). Here, Thompson similarly neatly outlines the 

perspective of sound technology in relation to Enlightenment and colonial logics as they 

inform neoliberalism. These sound scholars are useful in considering the ways that 

these fields intersect and in tracing the work of authors before me who have made 

similar connections and observations about sonic tools. In essence, the roots of 

colonialism have become integral to structures and institutions, emerging within 

machines in often unassuming ways, equating to the formation of politicized consumer 

technologies. 

2.2. Considering Noise-Cancelling Headphones & 
Indigenous Worldviews 

In considering the production and perceptual technics (Sterne, 2003) of noise-

cancelling headphones, this thesis will work to explore the ways in which this technology 

exists within and promotes neoliberal ideologies. It will also address how the brands 

reproduce the neoliberal subject in ways that promote colonial and Euro-centric 

understandings of inter-subjectivity and our relationship to the environment. I will discuss 

noise cancelling technology as a machine which is rooted in and promotes these facets 

of neoliberal ideologies: the prioritization of individuality over community, capital interest 

accomplished through increased focus, control of the consumer, a perception of the 

sonic environment as malleable and erasable, and a perception of the neoliberal subject 

through a narrow view of humanity as sole rational beings. For the remainder of this 

section, I will begin to consider the technology of noise-cancelling headphones and their 

intended form of use, as well as Indigenous perspectives on listening as a counter 

perspective that troubles some of technology’s embedded ideological conceptions. I 

perform this comparison for the purpose of dissecting the neoliberal and colonial 

ideologies that are embedded in the technology.  

At this stage, I provide a short and cursory overview to suggest a few initial 

considerations. Primarily, I will discuss the expectations of personalized and malleable 

soundscapes that noise cancelling technology has created juxtaposed to a consideration 

of Indigenous worldviews on listening and spatial intersubjectivity. The expectations of a 

personalized and individual soundscape, as well as the experience of listening via this 

technology, can be collaboratively measured as being a neoliberal venture. While this is 

not explicitly deliberate by Bose or Apple, the technology emerges from the 
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aforementioned Euro-centric understandings of human beings, space, place, and 

senses. Specifically, the machine is situated as an individual experience, prioritizing the 

individual malleable soundscape over the communal space (J. H. Clarke et al., 2007; 

Lazzarato, 2009). While the erasure of ‘unwanted sounds’ may be considered calming 

for the user in that they can exist within their personal sonic bubble, a lack of attention to 

communal spaces equates to a strained relationship with the physical environment and 

with the user’s understanding of their positionality within the soundscape. The individual 

is made to not only erase the sonic environment, but to also erase themselves, 

positioning themselves as unreachable and isolated (Hagood, 2019). In essence, the 

mediated soundscape is one which disregards community and nonhuman agents as 

equally valuable beings. 

In contrast, Indigenous worldviews on unmediated listening experiences offer a 

counter narrative to the possibilities of listening within community. To consider 

Anishinaabe cultures and embodied knowledge, I am drawn to the work of Winona 

LaDuke whose books have explored the roots of First Nations teachings. She notes, 

”Native American teachings describe the relations all around – animals, 
fish, trees, and rocks – as our brothers, sisters, uncles, and grandpas. Our 
relatives are what bind our cultures together. The protection, teachings, 
and gifts of our relatives have for generations preserved our families. These 
relations are honoured in ceremony, song, story, and life that keep 
relationships close – to buffalo, sturgeon, salmon, turtles, bears, wolves, 
and panthers” (LaDuke, 2016, p. 2).  

LaDuke’s statement applies to considerations of sound and listening that are tied to 

embodied relational experiences in Anishinaabe culture, grappling with both the human 

and nonhuman objects as equal relational beings. In considering the benefits of attentive 

unmediated listening, soundwalking is situated as a useful methodology in acoustic 

ecology research to understand these shifting relationships. Similarly, sound scholar 

Hildegard Westerkamp (2006) remarks, 

“The soundwalk itself is the action, which carries the potential for 
developing a conscious relationship to the environment. I often suggest to 
participants to listen to both, the environment as well as to their own inner 
sounds, thoughts and voices—i.e. the running inner commentaries, 
reactions, the inner processing of perceived sounds, or thoughts wandering 
off into seemingly unrelated areas, and so on. They give us information 
about our relationship to the environment and the situation in which we 
happen to be. Thus a soundwalk does not only reveal relationships within 
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the acoustic environment but perhaps more importantly, makes 
relationships conscious between listeners’ experiences and their acoustic 
- social environment” (Westerkamp, 2006) 

In these quotes, LaDuke and Westerkamp identify the role of listening both inward and 

outward, within human and nonhuman experience, as both acoustically important to 

developing an understanding of place. Their work when viewed collaboratively 

demonstrates the impact that disconnection could have on both community and land – 

making the individual unaware of changing soundscapes and their role in their 

surrounding environment as this experience is erased from their worldview. These 

perspectives are complimentary to Schafer’s work in acoustic ecology as he similarly 

considers the impact that a disconnection to sonic community and land may have on 

soundscape awareness (Schafer, 1993); however these works offer additional 

perspectives which exist outside of Schafer’s positionality, to offer moments of multi-

sensory understanding and embodied knowledge (Classen, 1999; Feld, 2012; Robinson, 

2020). To provide two additional examples in considering present unmediated listening, 

Steven Feld’s work has highlighted this sonic relationship, exploring the role of sound in 

embodied knowledge formation, considering how “modes and codes of sound 

communication leads to an understanding of the ethos and quality of life in Kaluli 

society” (Feld, 2012, p. 3). Feld coined the term ‘acoustemology’ to consider how the 

world may be understood relationally, exemplifying how sounding and listening might 

enable this relationship (Feld, 2012). This could be collaboratively tied to Robinson’s 

work as he has identified layers of Indigenous positionality through listening. In 

particular, Robinson outlines the importance of spatial intersubjectivity which emerges 

through Indigenous art and positionality, “addressing [and valuing] the ways that space 

exerts agency” (Robinson, 2020, p. 99). In contrast, the use of noise-cancelling 

headphones interrupts processes such as those outlined in these examples. It prioritizes 

the self-serving sonic space and limits an awareness of nonhuman agents or embodied 

sonic understandings. This relationship of erasure and disconnection achieved by a 

preference towards individuality will be outlined further in the CDA analysis, but the 

general ideology of the machine to develop new individual sonic barriers inhibits these 

moments for reflection.  

 Secondly, I consider the role of noise cancelling headphones as historical 

subjects - as new media technologies which are rooted in historical views that maintain 

neoliberal ideologies. Lisa Gitelman’s book Always Already New: Media, History and the 
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Data of Culture explores the historical function of media in relation to its past, suggesting 

that the use of media also involves “implicit encounters with the past that produced the 

representations in question” (Gitelman, 2006, p. 5). Specifically, Gitelman addresses the 

protocols that accompany historical media subjects, such as answering ‘Hello?’ when a 

telephone rings. These protocols that accompany old media occasionally result in self-

evident responses as a result of social processes and habits associated with various 

forms of historical media (Gitelman, 2006, p. 6). Considering the role of noise-cancelling 

headphones, this form of media descends from earlier perceptions of the ear and 

listening as mechanical processes (Sterne, 2001). When it comes to self-evident 

protocols of noise-cancelling headphones, an individual is familiar with the use of this 

technology as a tool to be worn over the ear and one which works to design individual 

sonic barriers in moments of communal discomfort. These perceptions and historical 

progressions continue to resonate within the technology and within the social and 

cultural perceptions of the machine as a tool for self-isolation and a tool for maintaining 

productivity and focus, while replicating neoliberal ideologies. 

The last neoliberal venture I wish to briefly discuss in this section is the fact that 

the machine performs intrusive methods of control which may manifest through 

surveillance techniques. While the carefully crafted sonic design works to shift user 

focus and connection to environment, the processes through which this is achieved 

could be working to amass data and track individuals, situating consumers as vectors for 

capital accumulation through data collection. In 2017, Bose corporation was facing 

litigation because it was collecting and amassing data through the headphones’ app 

which was said to increase functionality. The data was suspected to include user’s music 

choices, podcasts, and other audio listening habits (Reuters, 2017; Sarkar, 2017). The 

claimant, Kyle Zak, remarks that “People put headphones on their head because they 

think it’s private, but they can be giving out information they don’t want to share” (Sarkar, 

2017). Zak’s lawsuit explores the role of surveillance tied to the selection of media; 

however, I argue that the surveillant practices are also embedded in the technology 

itself. More specifically, Bose and Apple utilize a collection of sensors to continually 

monitor the soundscape, the functions of the machine, and user response. Craig Proulx 

has explored the role of surveillance as a colonial act, a tool which has been and 

continues to be used against Indigenous subjects “due to fears of Indigenous resistance 

to colonial projects” (Thomas, 1994, as cited in Proulx, 2014, p. 83). Proulx defines that 
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“surveillance is a technology of power used by the state to protect and extend security” 

(Proulx, 2014, p. 86). While the primary purpose of noise cancelling headphones is 

seemingly not surveillance, the use of vast sensor systems and consistent tracking 

mechanisms demonstrate neoliberal ideologies of control.  

This chapter has traced the roots of Enlightenment thinking and colonialism in 

the production of neoliberal ideologies, which I argue can be traced within noise-

cancellation technologies. To reiterate, I uptake neoliberal logics to include: the 

prioritization of individuality over community, capital interest accomplished through 

increased focus, control of the consumer, a perception of the sonic environment as 

malleable and erasable, and a perception of the neoliberal subject through a narrow 

view of humanity as sole rational beings. I have briefly discussed three aspects of these 

ideologies within noise cancelling headphones, considering the promise of the 

personalized soundscape, the technology as a historical subject rooted in cultural 

perceptions, and the use of this technology as a surveillant tool. I have juxtaposed these 

ideologies with Indigenous literature to consider decolonial understandings of non-

human subjects within soundscapes and to identify the use of surveillance as a colonial 

logic. A closer examination of the sensor systems embedded in the machine, the 

formation of the neoliberal subject through marketing ideologies, and the surveillant 

practices ties to these sensors, will be explored in the following chapters.  
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Chapter 3.  
 
Defining Noise Cancellation Technologically and 
Ideologically 

In this chapter, I address the technological processes of noise-cancelling 

headphones, exploring the collection of sensors and mechanical techniques that 

collectively make-up this personal space. I also consider the machine through the lens of 

an imaginary media (Kluitenberg, 2011), analyzing how the process of designing a 

personal soundscape is promised and actualized, while exploring old and new sensor 

systems considered relevant to active noise-cancelling technologies. Simultaneously, I 

look beyond the technological analysis to address the neoliberal ideologies and 

surveillant practices embedded within these machines and its sensor system. While 

these technologies promise noise reduction and control, they also work to monitor and 

prioritize certain neoliberal values tied to how an individual should view themselves and 

their relationship to environment. I suggest that the design of individual space and 

controllable soundscapes may be considered imaginary, but the machine performs very 

real and intrusive methods of control. This chapter serves as an introduction to noise-

cancellation mechanics, an expansion of the ideological and theoretical positioning of 

the machine, and a context which will be useful in later chapters to understand promises 

made in marketing discourse and actualized in use. 

3.1. The History of Active Noise Cancellation (ANC) 

A historical context of noise cancellation is useful in considering how the 

technology has shifted from the design of comfortable personal spaces for the business 

traveller into the consumer technology marketed today. Early iterations of passive noise 

cancellation were constructed in the form of material obstruction and acoustic isolation 

(Narahari & Pandey, 2003), relying on material to block sound waves and limit sound 

transmission; however, in 1933 German physicist P. Lueg designed and patented the 

idea of active sound cancellation, outlining how attentive and responsive noise reduction 

is possible through sonic manipulation and spectrum frequency control. Leug had 

discovered that the introduction of the inverted sound wave would work to cancel the 

existing sound (Hansen, 2003, p. 2). While Lueg had patented what is understood to be 
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the first noise cancelling system, his lack of experience in technical acoustics resulted in 

his inability to create the machine (Guicking, 1990, p. 2252). However, Leug’s 

introduction of phase cancellation in noise-cancelling technology suggests an ideological 

shift in the understanding of noise and sound at this point in history. Until Leug’s 

discovery, noise was most prominently blocked by existing material. The shift to phase 

cancellation positioned a reduction of sound through the process of sonic addition – 

adding more sound waves to effectively cancel others. Throughout the decades that 

followed his patent, the technological design of noise-cancellation altered between 

different theorists, passing through many different hands, and evolving through practice 

and necessity. One primary figure notable for shifting noise-cancellation is an 

acoustician by the name of Olsen. Olsen’s experimentation with Lueg’s patented 

technology resulted in technological progress of feedback control and sound cancellation 

in rooms, ducts, and headsets (Hansen, 2003, p. 3). Olsen’s work provided a framework 

for further expansion into personal noise-cancelling devices, which later allowed Dr. 

Amar Bose to shift this market in revolutionary ways, designing a noise-cancelling 

headphone system that would more accurately respond to changing soundscapes and 

which could be affordably produced for mass consumption.  

In 1978 while on a long flight, Dr. Amar Bose was frustrated by the sounds of the 

airplane cabin. Unable to relax, he spent the rest of the flight drafting plans for active 

noise-cancelling headphones, a design that years later resulted in the creation of this 

technology within the consumer market (Bose | The Gift, 2018). Since the creation of 

these headphones under the Bose corporation, the company has expanded their 

designs and marketing techniques, shifting the primary consumer of these products from 

that of a business traveler to the urban inhabitant. While there has been a shift in 

consumer attention, the same message applies: “in the face of the discomfort and forced 

togetherness … people are encouraged to employ noise-cancelling headphones as 

soundscaping devices, carving out an acoustically rendered sense of personal space 

that Bose has marketed as ‘a haven of tranquility’” (Hagood, 2011, p. 574). Users are 

granted the ability to access a soundscape denied without the technology, 

simultaneously existing between the soundscape of the world and the conceptualized 

private sonic space.  

Due to its complex technological system and subsequent market fetishization, 

the personal soundscape is not widely accessible. In the consumer market, an individual 
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can access noise-cancelling technologies if they have, at the lower end, $200 to spend 

on noise-cancelling headphones. In this case, while unmediated listening was once an 

aspect of community living, the presence of rising noise levels and a fetishization of 

individuality has prompted consumers to prioritize individual sonic spaces, available only 

to those wealthy enough to afford this luxury. Hagood refers to this political division, 

noting that noise cancellation occurs “when the powerful wish to define, disappear, or 

make themselves socially inaccessible to the other” (Hagood, 2011, p. 583). What 

Hagood illuminates in this quote is a division in social dynamics, granting comfort and 

social isolation to those who are wealthy and limiting others from the ability to access 

sonic relief. Hagood’s point also mirrors the neoliberal concept of widening inequality 

and wealth gaps, separating communities through individual consumption and the 

concept of a controllable soundscape. However, what potential consumers purchase as 

a malleable soundscape has little to do with controllable soundscapes; rather it is an 

acoustic construction that is incredibly human centric. The creation of a personal sonic 

bubble is actualized through a collection of sensors that are designed to consider all 

frequencies as unnecessary (Hansen, 2003; Narahari & Pandey, 2003). Through a 

combination of these sensors, which are all tied to multiple modes of hyper surveillance, 

sonic comfort and malleable control are sold as an achievable reality. In this sense, the 

design of controllable soundscapes can be positioned as that of an imaginary media 

(Kluitenberg, 2011). Noise-cancelling headphones are an impossible machine that aim 

to create personalized acoustic space, but in reality, only signify something that cannot 

be built (Kluitenberg, 2011, p. 56). While the experience of malleability and comfort may 

be realized through scientific explanation and adjustments to the world’s soundscape, 

the ability to manipulate your soundscape is quite limiting and ultimately pre-designed 

through the mechanics. Companies like Bose and Apple, rely on the technology of 

sensors to create the artificial sonic territory, developing acoustic space through 

methods of hyper surveillance and sensing. This imaginary technology situates itself in a 

world that is becoming increasingly noisy and one that is perfectly crafted for the 

purchase of such noise-cancelling technologies as necessity. 
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3.2. Observing the Sensing Systems – How to Design the 
Personal Sonic Space 

To closely analyze how this personal listening experience is created requires a 

deeply critical and scientific analysis of noise-cancelling sensor systems to discover 

which aspects of the human experience are being tracked and, subsequently, which 

neoliberal values are embedded within these sensors. I will be exploring the production 

of active noise-cancelling (ANC) systems which garner their name from the use of 

microphones and sensors that remain constantly attentive while charged and in use 

(Milosevic & Schaufelberger, 2005). The purpose of an active system is to react and 

adapt to shifts in the soundscape, to reduce the amplification or the decibel level of 

frequencies deemed unwanted or unnecessary by the machine. This noise is reduced by 

‘actively’ introducing a secondary, out-of-phase acoustic field, which acts as a form of 

‘anti-noise’ (Milosevic & Schaufelberger, 2005, p. 26). The act of creating anti-noise or 

cancelling certain frequencies through the addition of these acoustic fields further 

demonstrates how this system can be defined as an imaginary media. The acoustic 

design of noise reduction via noise cancelling systems is accomplished through the 

increase in an acoustic field to artificially eliminate the ‘other’. ANC systems rely on 

multiple unique sensors, each crucial to informing each other and re-designing the 

artificial sonic space. These sensors, most of which are miniature microphones, track 

human experience and sonic vibrations, or frequencies, to determine the acoustic 

signals present, and furthermore, to monitor how well the control system is performing 

(Milosevic & Schaufelberger, 2005, p. 22). These acoustic sensors have been utilized in 

multiple different practices and historical technologies, specifically through the rise of 

micro electro-mechanical system (MEMS) acoustic sensors, alternatively known as 

miniature microphones (Inoue et al., 2019).  

MEMS microphones are common in portable devices such as smartphones, 

digital assistants, and noise-cancelling headphones. These microphones are unique in 

that they are used as a primary input sensor with the purpose of remaining constantly 

active in order to adapt to changing input data (P. Clarke, 2016; Inoue et al., 2019). 

These sensors have had multiple uses throughout their creation but have experienced a 

significant increase in use within the smart industry as many consumer technologies are 

designed to be voice activated and thus must be always attentive. One article on the 

increase of MEMS microphones notes the numerous MEMS sensors within smart 
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technology detailing examples such as, “Apple’s iPhone uses four microphones. 

Amazon Echo uses seven microphones” (Pelé, 2019). While commonly embedded in 

smartphones and other applications of sensory surveillance, MEMS microphones have 

also been tied to new methods of noise-cancellation, suggesting that the forms of 

surveillance tied to the historical processes of this technology could be simultaneously 

occurring within ANC systems, existing alongside the same protocols that accompanied 

the MEMS microphone (Gitelman, 2006). These examples demonstrate the variety of 

uses of MEMS microphones and outline the potential practices of such active sensors. 

Ultimately, through the implementation of multiple unique acoustic sensors, the 

manipulated and imaginary design of a personal soundscape is crafted within active 

noise-cancelling headphones (ANC). For the purpose of this thesis I will outline two 

MEMS sensors as examples, both common to most conventional ANC systems: the 

input acoustic sensor and the adaptive error sensor (Oppenheim et al., 1994, p. 285). 

These two sensors play equally important roles in creating the personal sonic space.  

Primarily, the input, or noise field sensor, is the first moment of designing the 

soundscape and measuring acoustic territory. As a MEMS microphone, this sensor acts 

as an input for all auditory signals, measuring the frequencies present and relaying that 

information at a delayed speed to account for time to respond within the adaptive filter 

mechanism (Oppenheim et al., 1994, p. 285). The sensor is attentive to the changing 

soundscape which is useful for the system to adjust when necessary. Similarly, the input 

sensor eliminates the need for human centric listening and situates technology as a 

method through which to perform selective listening, mediating the sense. In this 

process the user’s ears are replaced by the input sensor, acting as an extension of this 

human experience, and altering a natural input through technological manipulation and 

adaptive filtering processes. Here it is important to consider the work of Jonathan Sterne 

who has explored these extensions of sensory experiences. In particular, Sterne 

addressed this relationship in his book A Machine to Hear For Them where he remarks 

that earlier forms of the phonograph and other types of listening machines place “the 

human ear, as a mechanism, as the source and object of sound reproduction” (Sterne, 

2001, p. 260). Sterne’s historical tracing of the ear as mechanism deduces the role of 

the ear as a way in which to organize sounds and social practices, people, force, matters 

and ideals (Sterne, 2001, p. 285). In considering the historical development of the ear as 
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mechanism, the input sensor is designed to act as an input mechanism, attentive to 

changing sonic environments. 

Comparatively, the error sensor plays an equally important role in corrective 

measurement and in crafting the noise-cancelling soundscape. This sensor reads the 

delayed frequency input response and amplitude and develops a new wave in “phase-

reversed, [that will] travel in the same direction, [and] will neutralize each other thanks to 

destructive interference” (Milosevic & Schaufelberger, 2005, p. 22). Simultaneously, this 

sensor reacts and responds to the input stimuli, relying on audible feedback to determine 

the efficiency of such technologies (Milosevic & Schaufelberger, 2005). In this case, the 

adaptive sensor not only determines the frequencies that should be generated by the 

system, but simultaneously senses if the noise cancellation system is effective to adjust 

accordingly. This is the process through which personalized soundscapes are designed. 

What the adaptive sensor demonstrates is the ability to control and adjust the auditory 

space. This sensor is one which promises a reduction of sounds through the increase 

and careful control of multiplied inverted frequencies.  

Therefore, while a controllable personal soundscape in a naturalistic sense is not 

created, this imaginary media successfully relies on sensors to accomplish a similar 

experience. This process of design also makes salient the ideological perspectives of 

noise and hidden modes of hyper surveillance. Specifically, ANC systems and sensor 

tracking are better suited in removing low-frequency sounds, relying on adaptive filters 

“to automatically track unknown noise characteristics and environment” (Kuo et al., 

2010, p. 164). Primarily, this quote identifies the use of tracking in designing noise 

cancellation, potentially storing user experience to better detect what is deemed to be an 

‘unknown noise characteristic’. Simultaneously, the focus on the attenuation of low-

frequency noise illuminates ideological narratives of situating this technology as a 

solution to broader noise issues. Low-frequency sounds are often situated as a hum to 

urban living and industrial expansion produced, “as an emission from many artificial 

sources: road vehicles, aircraft, industrial machinery…. [and] air movement machinery 

including … air-conditioning units” (Berglund et al., 1996, p. 2985). Our sonic world is 

increasingly expanding with noise, made prevalent by a “lack of adequate anti-noise 

regulations in many parts of the world; the electronic nature of our age, which 

encourages many noisy gadgets; the rising number of vehicles on the roads; and busier 

airports” (Chepesiuk, 2005). Consequently, there is a clear preference of ANC systems 
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to reduce or eliminate low frequencies that are tied to practices of expansion, 

urbanization, and technological growth. While high frequencies can effectively be 

diminished through material or headphone padding (Narahari & Pandey, 2003, p. 1), 

which aim to block shorter wavelengths, newer ANC technologies such as Apple’s 

AirPods Pro design an in-ear headphone without the use of such padding. Ultimately, 

this demonstrates a preference towards cancelling low frequencies, or as one could 

rename, the sounds of industrialization. 

3.3. Sensing the User beyond Silence 

Expanding on some of the newer sensors and experiences that Bose promises 

demonstrates deepening modes of surveillance. Specifically, Bose headphones’ most 

recent, albeit discontinued, augmented reality (AR) enabled experience utilized motion 

and location sensors to, what they claim, accurately respond to a user’s location and 

physical actions (Bose, 2020a). In this sense, Bose redefined the personal soundscape 

as not merely audible surveillance and control, but as an immersive full-body 

experience. These forms of tracking were made possible through a collection of 

applications available to the Bose AR user, each designed to perform a different role: A 

golf caddy, a personal trainer, a GPS system, a historical audio guide, and a 360-degree 

music listening experience (Bose, 2020a). These apps transitioned the product from one 

of comfort to an all-encompassing user experience. By introducing applications that 

promise other forms of assistance originally unavailable through these noise-cancelling 

headphones, Bose positions their technology as a tool for all uses. Ultimately, the role of 

surveillance is expanded, demonstrating that these technologies are beginning to move 

beyond acoustic sensing and soundscape monitoring, integrating sensors of location, 

proximity, and tactility with its touch sensitive controls, as collectively essential to the 

personal soundscape. These forms of technological sensing are still relatively new and 

have only recently been introduced, and discontinued, in the Bose noise-cancelling 

market. Future designs and iterations will most surely appear in evolutions of AR 

technology and noise-cancelling headphones, but ultimately these sensors and 

illusionary designs demonstrate the progression of the complete control of auditory 

space. 
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3.4. The Ideology of Noise Cancellation – Defining Sonic 
Space and Territories 

In considering the ideology embedded in noise cancellation, I consider Shoshana 

Zuboff’s (2019) notion of surveillance capitalism as useful in exploring how this 

technology situates itself within a neoliberal consumer market while also relying heavily 

on multiple modes of deep surveillance via the collection of sensors. Zuboff (2019) 

explores the process of surveillance tied to consumer practices and purchases. She 

observes processes of raw data extraction and notes that the emergence of these forms 

of essential technology prompts individuals to rationalize the surveillance techniques 

taking place (Zuboff, 2019). She notes that consumers “create excuses that operate like 

defense mechanisms (‘I have nothing to hide’) or find other ways to stick our heads in 

the sand, choosing ignorance out of frustration and helplessness” (Zuboff, 2019, p. 16). 

In this case, a push towards mediated listening through ANC technologies in many 

communal spaces has become normalized. 

Ideologically, the concept of the city is also distinctly important to ANC 

headphones and their specific use in communal environments. While headphone 

companies have been able to capitalize on audible space or territories unseen by the 

user, they have simultaneously redesigned the role of a ‘smart’ city and the practices 

necessary to legitimize citizenship, prioritizing the neoliberal subject. Jennifer Gabrys’ 

(2014) notion of the smart city and participatory citizens assist in defining the role of 

sensing in urban management. Gabrys notes, “The sensing that takes place in the smart 

city involves continually monitoring processes in order to manage them. The urban 

sense data generated through smart-city processes are meant to facilitate the regulation 

of urban processes within a human–machine continuum of sensing and acting” (Gabrys, 

2014, p. 39). As cities begin to integrate more smart technology and active sensing 

systems, citizens willingly are integrated into regulatory management programs fulfilling 

their duty as neoliberal subjects. In this case, the role of the active noise-cancelling 

headphone becomes a mode of consistent participation for the citizen. While the user 

may not be aware of their contribution to the smart city, the use of technologies that 

track and monitor help to define and shift the city through data collection and 

dissemination. Ultimately, the sensing citizen becomes the ideal mode of participation in 

the smart city (Gabrys, 2014, p. 42), contributing to the various modes of surveillance by 

accepting the complete occupation of space. 
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Benjamin H. Bratton (2015) defines the role of the ‘User’ in a similar sense and 

provides another mode of exploring noise cancellation as a neoliberal technology. He 

states, “the User is not a type of creature but a category of agents; it is a position within 

a system without which it has no role or essential identity” (Bratton, 2015, p. 562). 

Bratton’s recognition that the sensing citizen is identified as a User denotes the 

production of the neoliberal subject, one who is subtly formed through neoliberal 

ideologies and consumer choices. In the case of noise-cancelling headphones, we see 

the development of the user through a sense of justification, in which users view these 

headphones as necessary tools to larger noise issues, and as devices which offer sonic 

relief or a fair exchange (Furseth, 2017; Hagood, 2011). The user enters a contractual 

relationship within a neoliberal society, ultimately accepting the sensing duties and roles 

that accompany the technology, viewing the benefits of sonic isolation as an equal 

exchange value. Bratton (2015) compares the role of the User to an astronaut free-

floating while tethered to its ship. In comparing the politics of surveillance embedded 

within noise-cancelling headphones, the User is much like this astronaut. The User 

accepts the headphones understanding that they are receiving the benefits of separation 

from others, while simultaneously being tethered to neoliberal ideologies of control 

through surveillant systems. Therefore, the User and the sensing citizen are the same 

within the design of personal and controllable sonic space, tied to a broader hierarchy of 

values and supervised through specific individual sonic design of place.  

This section has addressed the design of noise cancellation from both a 

technological position and an ideological perspective. The technological explanation will 

prove useful in understanding how noise cancellation occurs and for providing additional 

context to the description of these processes within the CDA advertisements. 

Collectively, this chapter has demonstrated the complex relationships that exist between 

technological users and surveillance techniques, and in this case communal spaces or 

independent soundscapes. What this chapter has come to demonstrate is the embedded 

ideologies that descent from Enlightenment thinking and manifest through neoliberal and 

colonial means. Primarily, the description of surveillance techniques and monitoring 

processes tied to noise-cancelling headphones are indicative of the forms of control that 

have long accompanied Enlightenment and colonial logics of taming ‘wildness’ (Classen, 

1999; Smith, 2012). Listening is extracted, re-purposed, and re-designed, to fit within the 

constraints of neoliberal and colonial listening suggestions which prioritize individuality, 
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focus, productivity, and capital interest. These forms of surveillance also suggest a 

perception of the user as primarily capital agents - as data sets capable of contributing to 

the capital economy through their personal productivity or by selling their information, a 

point made notable by Zak’s lawsuit with Bose corporation (Sarkar, 2017). The attentive 

techniques embedded within the machine suggest a watchful guardian, indicating that 

the user’s choices and interactions with the machine are readily available for 

commodification. Simultaneously, the varying definitions of land and territory within this 

technology provide new extensions of neoliberal control, which are now easily 

manipulatable through these technological consumer products. As colonial logics 

depend on taming the ‘wildness’ of land and peoples, the deepening understanding of 

noise-cancelling soundscapes as an extension of a form of land ownership suggest an 

additional example of neoliberal control within the machine. The ideology of individuality 

and human focus as primary interest are demonstrated in how the sensor systems 

actively work to reduce all external sounds through phase inversion; this also 

demonstrates a disregard of spatial intersubjectivity and disvalue of nonhuman agents 

which are critical to decolonial listening practices (Robinson, 2020, p. 96). The 

technology aligns with neoliberal values by suggesting the individual is the primary 

knowledge keeper and that the world is solely meant to be listened to when desired, 

rather than viewing listening as an ecology and land as a listener (Robinson, 2020, p. 

98). As a result, the use of noise-cancelling headphones not only signify a prioritization 

of individual over relational listening practices, but it simultaneously illuminates the 

deepening modes of neoliberal control that have expanded beyond the visible; neoliberal 

ideologies now occupy the user in totality. In the next chapter, I analyze the marketing 

discourse of two models of noise cancelling headphones to consider the ways in which 

Bose and Apple advertise their technologies and promote the formation of the neoliberal 

subject. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
A Critical Discourse Analysis of Bose & Apple’s 
Noise Cancelling Headphones 

Looking into the historical processes of hearing centric research and 

psychoacoustics, it is clear that corporations have long attempted to re-design the action 

of listening, to calculate this human experience and manipulate the processes for profit 

(Sterne, 2012). Returning to the work of Jonathan Sterne, he has suggested the term 

perceptual technics to consider “the specific economization of definition through the 

study of perception in the pursuit of surplus value” (Sterne, 2012, p. 53). However, his 

use of the term technics is also tied to Lewis Mumford’s definition in which he suggests 

this term is meant to be read as “a mode of civilization; not just technology but ‘a will-to-

order…a reorientation of wishes, habits, ideas, goals.’” (Mumford, 1959, as cited in 

Sterne, 2012, p. 53). In this case, the consideration of noise cancelling headphones as 

an extension of a perceptual technics, tied to measuring human sense for surplus value 

and a ‘will-to-order’, can similarly be rooted in neoliberal values. The ideal neoliberal 

subject is one who willingly participates in the use of these machines and who prioritizes 

the same collection of neoliberal ideological values. 

To analyze the ideal consumer as the neoliberal subject through key marketing 

themes and techniques, I perform a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of Bose’s 700 NC 

and Apple’s Airpods Pro websites with the following question in mind: 

1.  How do the marketing discourses of personal noise-cancelling 
technologies embody and promote the cultural values of 
Enlightenment thinking and colonial logics embedded within neoliberal 
ideologies (such as individuality, productivity, focus, capital interest, a 
perception of malleability and control, and erasure)? 

I examine the primary marketing discourses through a close analysis of both 

websites, and a consideration of noise-cancelling headphones as a technical process, to 

question how these technologies construct the individualized sonic environment and to 

consider the implications of this experience in the context of neoliberalism. Both the 

discourses and website designs will contribute to an understanding of the marketing 

themes of noise-cancellation. I explore the ways in which Apple and Bose promote 
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neoliberal ideologies and subjects by placing importance on the primary features and 

techniques which work to erase, control, promote productivity, and encourage 

individuality. By considering their discourses surrounding the machine, I will question the 

implications of this preference and the cultural values that these technologies and 

companies promote. 

4.1. Critical Discourse Analysis Literature Review 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is widely accepted as being a method of 

research developed in the late 1970s or early 80s within and across the disciplines of 

humanities and social sciences, anthropology, semiotics, sociology, psychology, 

communication, etc. (Van Dijk, 1988; Wodak & Meyer, 2008). Most notably, the field of 

research formed as a network of scholars during a symposium in Amsterdam, in 1991 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2008). These scholars consisted of CDA researchers, Norman 

Fairclough, Teun van Dijk, and Ruth Wodak to name a few. While this symposium 

granted CDA and its scholars a place to formulate key connections, the varying 

perspectives and approaches to this method have been a primary characteristic of 

CDA’s continued use in numerous fields of research. In part, this differentiation of 

research methodology and analytic focus has emerged as a result of varying definitions 

of the term ‘discourse’, ‘critical’, ‘power’, and ‘ideology’, all of which are consistently 

central to CDA research.  

As noted, CDA is a vast methodological approach, which Ruth Wodak and 

Michael Meyer suggest to be a heterogenous school of research, characterized not by 

structure but by numerous principles: “all approaches are problem-oriented, and thus 

necessarily interdisciplinary and eclectic” (Wodak & Meyer, 2008, p. 3). Therefore the 

overarching role of CDA is to “de-mystify ideologies of power” (Wodak & Meyer, 2008, p. 

3) through analysis. Research thus should aim to explore how power is transmitted 

within the work being studied and, moreover, how the piece of study becomes a power 

struggle between many actors and agents. CDA scholar Van Dijk (2003, p. 353) further 

argues that, to be effective in any position, CDA research must be: (1) focused primarily 

on social problems rather than current paradigms;  (2) multidisciplinary and utilize many 

techniques and perspectives across disciplines; (3) move beyond a description of 

discourse to an analysis of its properties in social relations and structures; (4) and 
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consider relations of power and dominance in society through processes of discourse 

which enact, confirm, reproduce, or challenge these ideologies.  

Furthermore, CDA scholar Van Dijk (2003) positions CDA research in 

conversation with socio-cognitive contexts. Rather than perceiving ideologies as 

constructions of practice, Van Dijk posits ideologies more as ‘worldviews’ that lead to a 

form of ‘social cognition’ (Wodak & Meyer, 2008). As a result, Van Dijk’s research 

structure employs a socio-cognitive approach in which he claims “that CDA needs to 

account for the various forms of social cognitions that are shared by the social 

collectivities” (Van Dijk, 2001, as cited in Amoussue & Allagbe, 2018, p. 15). In sum, he 

claims CDA is not limited to an analysis of discourse that it exists within, but is primarily 

linked to social cognition as the tie between text and social response (Amoussue & 

Allagbe, 2018; Van Dijk, 2003). 

Comparatively, Norman Fairclough’s positionality offers a differing perspective, 

conceiving of the term ideologies and power as existing within constructions of practice 

from a socio-cultural perspective. He defines CDA as a research platform “of critical 

social science geared to illuminating the problems which people are confronted with by 

particular forms of social life, and to contributing resources which people may be able to 

draw upon in tackling and overcoming those problems” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 125). As 

such, he considers discursive practices to reproduce unequal power relations, thereby 

contributing to ideological effects on society. He positions the term ‘discourse’ as “ways 

of representing aspects of the world – the processes, relations and structures of the 

material world, the ‘mental world’ of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the 

social world” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 124). Norman Fairclough’s most notable approach to 

CDA analysis offers a look into 3 dimensions of discourse. These contextual layers, as 

neatly outlined by Hilary Janks (1997), include: (1) Textual analysis: the smallest object 

of analysis (verbal / visual); (2) Processing analysis: the process by which the object is 

produced and received by the subject (writing, reading, listening); (3) Social analysis: the 

socio-historical conditions that govern these processes. Fairclough’s multi-tiered levels 

of analysis has been a prominent method in many scholarly fields as it encourages the 

researcher to consider varying depths of socio-cultural conditions. In the textual analysis 

(micro), special attention is paid to speech, language, and images chosen. It requires a 

focused analytical perspective on the attitudes and opinions expressed in this level. The 

second layer (meso) of analysis brings attention to the discursive practice and the 



40 

production of texts encouraging examination to be brought to the construction of and 

view of the subject, how this is situated in the format within which it is being consumed, 

and to consider how text is almost always subject to interpretation (language is not 

neutral). The final layer (macro) of CDA analysis encourages a larger focus, broadening 

the perspective from a concentrated linguistic aim to a consideration of social practice, 

organization, and societal standards. This methodological approach is useful in 

considering the opinions and social relationships embedded in language and culture. 

4.2. My Methodological Approach to CDA 

My decision to analyze screenshots from Bose’s and Apple’s websites is in part 

due to the validity of this form of data collection, as it has long been a reputable axis of 

analysis for many sound scholars and CDA researchers. Specifically, Jonathan Sterne 

(2003) and Mack Hagood (2019) have both explored the historical shifts of audible 

devices as they hinge upon a collection of advertisements which not only provide visual 

supports in tracing the lineage of listening technology, but as they also help to inform the 

shifting ideology of mediated listening practices. To address a brief example, Sterne 

analyzes an advertisement for Brandes 1925 headset, utilizing this historical discourse 

of 'shutting out the noise’ to address the beginning of a shift in listening technologies 

which prioritize the private acoustic space (Sterne, 2003, p. 88). The discourse 

embedded in the advertisement helps to illuminate the techniques and ideologies that 

have evolved through historical listening devices. Similarly, Mack Hagood (2011) utilizes 

a historical overview of the Marpac companies marketing imagery of their Sleep Sound 

machine. By amassing and analyzing a collection of their advertisements from 1968 to 

2012, Hagood dissects familiar terminology and imagery throughout the brand’s 

evolution, extensively tracing the logics of this sleep sound or study sound machine 

across decades (Hagood, 2019). Other CDA centric researchers in various fields have 

found success in developing their findings around and within advertisements to consider 

the problems presented and the solutions idealized within this form of literature which 

are designed to sell products as ‘solutions’ (Ferreira & Heberle, 2013). By choosing to 

prioritize screenshots from both websites, I am working to explore a small portion of their 

campaign and to consider key logics of the brands.  

Both brands regularly roll out new campaigns which often link back to their 

website design as a steadfast location that aligns with their overarching branding and 
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imagery. I will offer a brief description of both campaigns to situate their websites within 

the larger marketing choices. At the time of Apple’s Airpods Pro launch approximately 2 

years ago, their campaign prioritized imagery of dancers who were wearing the Airpods 

in their ears while performing various dance routines. The visuals were simple, often 

hinging upon a black and white colour scheme with occasional pops of colour found on 

the dancer’s outfits. This campaign featured large billboard ads in major cities, 

commercials, and branded imagery on their website. In addition to these branded 

images, “Apple brought the dancers to life via a 30-story video projection above the Fifth 

Avenue Apple store” (Sawyer, 2019). The unifying tone of Apple’s branding remains 

simple and consistent across marketing tools and techniques. The black and white 

imagery with dancers wearing headphones continues to represent their key branding 

style on their website. In comparison, Bose’s 700 NC headphones have had a few 

campaign rollouts over the past few years. Although Bose released their headphones in 

June 2019, their most recent 2020 campaign has occupied their current branding 

marketing images and website visuals. They have created videos which coincide with 

the COVID-19 pandemic, suggesting their headphones may be a great tool for the 

number of individuals now living and working at home to find communal solitude. They 

encourage individuals to #StayNoisy in the comfort of their personal sonic bubble (Bose, 

2020b). Bose’s website primarily hinges upon their additional marketing images of lively, 

cultured, working professionals who appear to be walking among markets, cities, or in 

other workspaces. Bose also shares reviews from major tech brands within their 

marketing campaigns, placing their praises at the forefront of their imagery to suggest 

that #Everybody’sTalking about their headphones (Bose, 2020c). Finally, Bose relies on 

a few key taglines which are consistent between their website copy and video text. 

Bose’s unifying tone of their multi-platform branding is exemplified in their taglines, 

actors, and images, as well as detailed descriptions and reviews.  

By choosing to analyze screenshots from each brand’s website, I assume that 

the brands have already captured the consumer’s attention, meaning that they are 

marketing at this location under the assumption that consumers are most likely already 

considering a purchase; therefore, the goal for each company at this stage is to place 

emphasis on the specific aspects of the technology that they offer, how they expect this 

technology to be used, to define their ideal consumer, and to position this consumer 

technology as a necessity. Similarly, this point of analysis maintains and identifies key 
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marketing ideology which accompanies the various larger marketing campaigns (i.e., 

print ads, videos, social media) allowing me to consider these broad perspectives 

alongside the technical aspects. 

In this chapter, I employ Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach to CDA to 

analyze Bose’s and Apple’s websites, specifically analyzing the landing pages for Bose’s 

700NC headphones and Apple’s Airpods Pro’s. I aim to consider how neoliberal ideology 

is embedded not only in the mechanic processing of the machine, but the discourses 

presented to the user. I have collected a sample of 4 advertisements for each specific 

model (Bose NC 700 and Apple Airpods Pro). On a micro level, I will work to address 

and analyze the discourse presented in each screenshot. Although ‘discourse’ has many 

contested perspectives in the realm of CDA analysis, I define my perception of discourse 

to be both the linguistic and semiotic aspects of a narrative which collaboratively build 

key ideologies within the advertisement. I will use this space to suggest the implied 

meaning of utilizing certain terms, images, or colours. In the meso level analysis I will 

comparatively analyze the individual findings within the 4 advertisements. I will analyze 

the Bose website screenshots collaboratively to address the overarching themes 

presented by the company. I will also begin to analyze the structure of their website as a 

whole and potential intended audience. I will perform the same analysis on Apple’s 

Airpods Pro website imagery and landing page. Finally, the macro level analysis will be a 

space to address these brands as two focal case studies and supporting evidence, to 

consider the larger implications of the discourse presented in the micro and meso levels 

prior, while also returning to a brief consideration of the technological processes of the 

machine.  

4.3. Bose Screenshots – Noise Cancellation and Bose’s 700 
NC Headphones 

Bose’s Noise Cancelling headphones were chosen as a case study for this paper 

due to the longevity of the Bose brand and their recent release of the Bose 700 NC 

headphones. Bose has been a leader in this field for decades, redefining the role of 

noise cancellation and positioning their technology as a trusted brand in the consumer 

market (Bose | The Gift, 2018).  
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I have collected a sample of 4 screenshots from Bose’s website which 

specifically detail their Bose 700 NC headphones and noise-cancelling properties. I will 

conduct a textual and visual analysis on each to amass an understanding of overarching 

lexical choices. Also important to note, scholar Hilary Janks states that CDA is “not 

always as tidily linear” (Janks, 1997, p. 330) and therefore the levels of analysis may 

blend across sections. In this case, there will be some reference to interpretation (meso-

level) throughout the textual and visual analysis. I will also include a broader meso 

section in which I compare key findings across Bose’s ads and elaborate on notable 

perspectives that accompany the website. The final level of macro analysis will draw 

special attention to both brands as two focal collaborative case studies to develop an 

understanding of the narratives and marketing techniques tied to noise cancellation 

technologies. 

4.3.1. Bose Screenshot #1: Hear what you want, not what you don’t 

 

Figure 1: ‘Hear what you want, not what you don’t’ screenshot from Bose.ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

Within this first screenshot, Bose introduces noise cancellation immediately as a 

‘controllable’ experience (a fact made notable by the tag line at the top of this 

screenshot). This theme is further emphasized by the bold slogan, ‘Hear what you want, 

not what you don’t’. The general tone of these statements helps to position the role of 

the consumer as the acoustic designer, while also positioning the technology as 

prioritizing the individual. A sense of focus is also implied, describing the ability to listen 

to only what the user deems necessary, an aspect of this product that may assist with 

productivity and heightened focus (i.e., neoliberal priorities). Similarly, emphasis is 



44 

placed on the user through the use of a conversational writing tone and a reference to 

the reader in the description, encouraging them to envision themselves with the product. 

The remainder of the text appears in slightly smaller font below these tag lines, the first 

sentence drawing attention to the role of control and sound design available through 

these headphones. Here the brand positions their technology as individualized and 

unique, made notable through the statement, ‘available only from Bose’. In sum, this 

identifies the speciality of Bose noise-cancelling mechanics as a leader in the field. 

Bose also outlines that their technology offers a range of settings, beginning at 

full noise cancellation and progressing to a full transparency mode. Their full noise-

cancellation is described as a tool which helps to ‘isolate you from your surroundings’. 

This language implies the process of individualization in which the user chooses to enter 

their personal sonic bubble. It also subtly references unlivable communal spaces, 

offering a solution to situations where one may be forced into these undesirable spaces. 

Here Bose suggests that their headphones develop the ability for one to move in and out 

of social scenarios as they deem necessary. Similarly, Bose uses the word 

‘transparency’ in describing the contrasting form of listening available through the 

headphones. Interesting to note here is the ironic description tied to transparency. They 

note that it allows your surroundings in, as ‘if you weren’t wearing headphones at all’. 

Bose positions their headphones as a tool for all experiences, offering the possibility to 

mediate various listening practices which makes transitioning between a communal 

space to individual soundscape much quicker. 

Visual Analysis 

In considering the visual discourse, this screenshot does not capture the moving 

image which takes place so I will provide a brief description of the graphic. The sound 

wave, visually represented as a grey waveform, moves left to right, passing through the 

headphones. The hands emerge from the bottom of the screen, pressing a small button 

on the outside of the headphone. When this button is pressed once, the sound wave is 

compressed and flattens to half of its original size, demonstrating a visual reduction of 

noise. Pressed again, and the sound wave becomes a flat line. This visual 

representation aligns with the description outlined to the left of the graphic, offering a 

visual cue of control and malleability for the reader. In this section, the human hand 

takes on an important role of perceiving the consumer and the interactions needed to 
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transition between the various modes of noise cancellation. As such, the one step 

process is used to suggest an ease of us to their product. 

Simultaneously, the size of text and composition of this section contribute to a 

specific focal position – drawing the reader’s eyeline towards the larger text. The tag line 

outlines the key theme of this portion of the website (a statement made to prioritize user 

control and personalization) while not offering a technologically centric explanation. 

Instead, the consumer can choose to read the smaller text should they desire more 

description; however, they will not have missed the key tone of this section should they 

opt to solely read the header.  

4.3.2. Bose Screenshot #2: Nothing comes between you and your 
music 

 

Figure 2:  ‘Nothing comes between you & your music’ screenshot from 
Bose.ca 

Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

The phrase ‘Astonishing sound’ grasps the reader at the top of the text box – 

outlining another key facet of Bose’s NC 700 Headphones. Simultaneously, Bose re-

introduces personalization through the headline: ‘Nothing comes between you and your 

music’. In this case, the focus echoes a similar theme mentioned in Figure 1: personal 

control and chosen individuality. In the smaller text, Bose defines technological aspects 
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of their machinery. Firstly, outlining the fact that their noise cancellation is patented, 

which implies a uniqueness to the brand and suggests a reason as to their long-term 

success and quality. It describes the process through which noise is properly cancelled, 

by introducing a secondary soundwave out of phase. Using microphones both inside and 

outside of the earcups, Bose argues that the technology can create more accurate noise 

cancellation and as outlined in Figure 2, monitor the soundscape. The term ‘monitor’ 

suggests an attentive and active machine, one which tracks user experience to better 

adapt.  

Through the process of active noise cancellation and the multi-sensor system, 

Bose also defines the ability for the headphones to create ‘an empty stage for your 

music to play on’. This positions the role of the headphone as both space and orchestra, 

the user being the composer determining what fills the performance space, while the 

headphones embody a concert hall. In expanding on the use of the term ‘empty stage’, 

Bose suggests that their headphone structure of vents ensures ‘broadened acoustic 

space and more depth and detail’. The use of technological processing and specially 

designed ear cups create larger acoustic areas ultimately aiming to recreate naturally 

occurring sonic spaces and acoustic features. The sounds one may experience in larger 

venues or listening outdoors surrounded by various materials which diffuse, reflect, or 

absorb, are artificially created through Bose’s technological design which aims to 

replicate an imaginary sense of space. Ironically, in this piece of advertising, space is 

considered both a positive for the user when controllable, but a deterrent for the user 

when not easily manipulated – exemplified by the space which surrounds the user in the 

visual context and the reference to an empty stage in the description. 

Visual Analysis 

In this advertisement, the woman takes central focus, her hair blowing in the wind 

while the sun bounces off her face, implying a calmness and serenity. The surrounding 

landscape is one which seemingly has a peaceful soundscape on its own – the waves 

provide rolling rhythmic crescendos, the wind keeping tempo in the trees, and the sun 

illuminating all other sounding objects. However, the woman wearing headphones 

implies that this soundscape would interrupt her desired personal experience. Instead, 

the use of Bose’s active noise cancelling headphones suggest that she can create her 

own experience, emphasizing the individuality that accompanies this technology. The 
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serene landscape which one might glean as beautiful is positioned as a deterrent, acting 

as a potential barrier to ‘your music’. The shallow depth of field positions the soundscape 

as slightly out of focus. This ties into the feeling of one being able to remain in their own 

head, prioritizing their own worldviews, while also demonstrating a reduction of outside 

sound sources. The woman’s experience with her headphones is visually clear and 

central to this advertisement, demonstrating the feelings of isolation which accompany 

the blurred background. 

This portion of the website is brightly coloured which equates to feelings of 

heightened energy, serenity, clarity, and creativity. The use of vibrant colours ties those 

emotions to the product itself as being a tool which embodies these feelings. The text is 

contained to a box with a white background which also blocks a portion of the landscape 

(and inherently the soundscape). The black and white of the text and background also 

help to separate the description visually, allowing the user to read the paragraph and to 

grasp the overall theme of personalization through the larger header. 

4.3.3. Bose Screenshot #3: Head up. Hands free. Ears amazed. 

 

Figure 3:  ‘Head up. Hands free. Ears amazed’ screenshot from Bose.ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 



48 

Textual Analysis 

The third screenshot begins with the large tag line, ‘Head up. Hands free. Ears 

amazed’. These three attention grabbers are used to imply the ‘freedom’ granted to 

those who use these headphones. The reference to freedom in this sense is tied to a 

reduction of senses, allowing the user to be hands free without having to interact much 

with their technology or their sonic environment. Bose positions multi-sensory 

processing as onerous, and therefore their product’s ease of use, which requires little 

adjustment, is idolized.  

Bose outlines that their headphones will deliver the things you expect as a user 

(in this case one could assume this to be noise cancellation) and ‘things you’d never 

have imaged possible’. This imbues a sense of mystery and fascination to the product. 

By hinting only slightly at the ‘smart’ technology that accompanies these headphones, 

Bose posits their machine as inexplainable. Using the term ‘smart’ in defining their 

headphones, Bose also imbues a familiarity with other media products and 

demonstrates the ability of the headphones to act as an attentive machine. Attached to 

this term is the ability for the machine to move beyond the basic sending/receiving of a 

communication system, but to also integrate internet connectivity such as voice 

assistants, which provide more features to the user. In sum, this helps to position the 

headphones as both a personal soundscape carving system and a personal assistant.  

The placement of this screenshot within the Bose website also plays an 

important role in the understanding of the text. This graphic was attached to a blog post 

made by Bose named; How Bose Bluetooth headphones can help you be more 

productive for work. Since this is the first advertisement from the website not directly tied 

to the Bose NC 700 landing page (but rather acts as a selling point at the bottom of the 

page’s descriptions), the shop button is included to redirect the user and to remind them 

of the product’s availability. 

Visual Analysis 

Much like the previous screenshot, this piece utilizes colour and an individual to 

exemplify branding ideals. The colour is quite warm, echoing similar themes of energy, 

clarity, and comfort, which ensures that the tone is inviting. While the person is not the 

focal point of this specific section, the use of an individual’s hands while holding the 
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product presents the idea of a person on the go, in motion, and in preparation to use the 

headphones. While this image implies motion, I find the connection to the textual 

description to read disjunct. Specifically, the text centers around the ability to keep your 

‘head up’ to the world and ‘hands free’; however, the image demonstrates an individual 

holding the headphones. While I assume this is to provide another image of the product 

as focal point, it does seem contradictory to the text that describes the ‘hands free’ 

experience promised. With that said, the focus here seems to be on displaying the 

product, once again presented with a shallow depth of field to isolate the machine and 

imitate the feeling of focus and individuality.  

As mentioned above, the positioning of this screenshot on the website is different 

than others referenced in this section. Due to this, the shop button becomes integral to 

the visual analysis as a black button adjourns the white background, reminding the 

readers of their ability to purchase the product.  

4.3.4. Bose Screenshot #4: Crystal clear calls. For you and them. 

 

Figure 4:  ‘Crystal clear calls. For you and them’ screenshot from Bose.ca  
Taken by author on September 16th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

This final screenshot from Bose describes their audio quality specifically in the 

context of phone calls. The tag line reads ‘Crystal clear calls. For you and them.’, 

identifying the quality available not only to the user but those on the other end of the 

phone call. This is emphasized by the smaller text above which reads ‘unrivaled voice 

pickup’, suggesting that Bose’s headphones cannot be matched by another company or 

design. This narrative is also embedded through the smaller text with key words and 
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phrases such as ‘revolutionary’, ‘unlike any other’, and ‘game-changing’. These terms 

position the headphones as a fetishized product, one which is unique and desirable. 

Bose utilizes the remainder of the text to describe the technological aspects that make 

this system possible, specifically referencing the range of microphones and the abilities 

of this technology in defining the ideal noise-cancelling space. The technological 

description is clear in language and separates the process into a few steps – isolating 

the voice and suppressing the remaining sound. They also refer to the continuously 

active system; ‘Real time’ defines the technology as attentive and immediate, constantly 

monitoring user experience. 

The graphic representation to the left of the text is a short 11 second video. For 

the sake of textual analysis in this section, I will outline the script used and consider this 

as a textual piece of this screenshot. The script is as follows: 

[loud indistinct chatter in the background]  

“This is what a conventional mic system sounds like” 

[loud chatter disappears; background becomes silent] 

“And this is a level of clarity you’ll enjoy with the industry leading adaptive 
mic system from Bose” 

This narrative echoes the similar outline made in the written portion, relying more closely 

on the audible storytelling to demonstrate Bose’s tonal quality. In referencing the 

conventional mic system juxtaposed to their products, they aim to demonstrate the vast 

difference in quality and dynamics without slandering any brand. Similarly, they position 

themselves as superior through terms such as ‘industry leading’, which aim to position 

them as unrivaled noise cancellation, suggesting a uniqueness to this experience solely 

available through Bose. 

Visual Analysis 

Visually this section utilizes a short video to represent the difference in Bose vs. 

‘conventional’ sound systems. The video begins with a minimalist waveform 

representation of vertical lines across the screen. They are meant to represent the 

voices in the background and therefore the lines stretch vertically, equating to loud 

interruptions. Subsequently, the speaker’s voice is represented as a small collection of 

dots which move in and out of a circular formation, suggesting a microphone’s difficulty 
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in picking up the voice clearly. In the sudden shift to Bose sound systems, the lines 

reduce significantly in size, mirroring the significant reduction in background noise, and 

the voice becomes clear and full, mirrored by a larger and more structured circular 

image in the middle of the screen.  

The jumbled collection of dots when the speaker is not using Bose suggest the 

thin timbre and the difficulty hearing clearly that accompany other systems. By scattering 

the dots, the video provides a visual demonstration of a ‘scattered’ speaker’s voice 

blending sonically with the background noise. The shift to Bose headphones is 

actualized through both the sound quality of the voice, but also in visual representation 

of the dots which form a concise, clear, and large pattern. This video aims to represent 

the depth, clarity, and detail that Bose promises, demonstrating the organization of 

sound made possible when background noise is eliminated. 

4.4. Bose’s Website  

A close examination of the textual and visual pieces of the Bose website has 

illuminated some key findings into how Bose markets their NC 700 headphones. While I 

have integrated some processing analysis within these descriptions above, I will utilize 

this section to re-state key findings across the advertisements, and to extrapolate on 

these patterns by considering the location of these screenshots, some other important 

aspects of the website, and the potential intended consumer. 

Primarily, the key themes which have appeared repeatedly throughout the 

screenshots include personalization, focus, and comfort. Personalization emerges 

lexically and visually through the key phrase ‘hear what you want, not what you don’t’, 

and in reference to the ‘empty stage’ for your listening pleasure. Through these common 

descriptors, Bose aims to define the malleability of their product, ensuring it will be 

adjustable for each user’s preference. Similarly, each ad utilizes a different actor or 

model amplifying individuality in the experience, a point which is further promoted across 

their website. To give another example, Bose.ca also links one of their primary 

marketing videos entitled Everybody’s Talking (Bose, 2020d) on this page, highlighting 

another important piece of their marketing campaign. The video utilizes the same key 

phrases used throughout the website, those outlined in the micro level CDA, but it offers 

additional visual examples of individuals utilizing their Bose headphones in various 
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contexts. It also hinges upon the recent pandemic, demonstrating distance between 

individuals, and positioning their technology as a tool to maintain this distance physically 

but to also connect you to others socially when needed. The technology then becomes a 

tool for isolation and connection, allowing the user to transition between these 

experiences. Throughout the screenshots previously mentioned, the video, and other 

examples on the website, Bose also relies on a shallow depth of field to suggest a visual 

cue of the sense of individuality that accompanies the use of their machines.  

Defining the user’s focus, another neoliberal venture, is also central to their 

marketing campaign, with reference to keeping the user’s head ‘up’ to their surroundings 

and limiting the distractions that could impact their listening experience – such as the 

surrounding soundscape. This is also exemplified with the shallow depth of field used 

throughout the page as it demonstrates a focus on the individual and their headphones, 

positioning all exterior sounds and people as blurred and unidentifiable. The lack of 

clarity on background spaces demonstrates a user’s ability to move in and out of public 

spaces, to immerse themselves in social environments only when needed or desired, 

and to design livable spaces when forced into undesirable communal situations. 

Finally, the idea of comfort resonates throughout the webpage, reminding users 

that this technology will provide clarity, amazement, and individuality. Throughout the 

website Bose suggests that the technology can be one that creates a comfortable 

bubble, but that it can also be one that connects you to others, expanding that 

comforting sonic bubble for you and your chosen loved ones (Bose, 2020d). Comfort is 

positioned as a personal experience obtained when an individual prioritizes their 

listening desires, disregarding other individuals or nonhuman agents which contribute to 

a soundscape. Collectively, these three terms embody the Bose brand of listening; a 

technologically mediated experience in which the user’s desires are made possible via 

control of their soundscape, their focus streamlined, and their sonic bubble maintained. 

On a larger scale, the design and location of the advertisements themselves play 

an important role in the interpretation process. As outlined prior, these figures have been 

pulled directly from the Bose.ca website, mainly the Bose NC 700 headphones landing 

page. The website is quite user friendly, guiding the user through commonly asked 

questions, widespread media praise of their latest technology, and key features beneath 

the purchase form. As demonstrated in the screenshots, it contains lengthy written 
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pieces and visual imagery. At the bottom of the sale page for Bose NC 700 headphones, 

several blog posts made by Bose are linked, each of which address key problems that 

Bose suggests could be ‘solved’ via the purchase of their headphones. For the sake of 

my micro level analysis, I had included one visual portion of a blog post which details the 

importance of noise-cancelling headphones in designing productivity and streamlining 

focus. These blogs create a conversational tone in which the brand, while working to 

make more sales, puts forth an effort to solve your sonic problems. Bose presents itself 

as a friend offering a solution. In this post, the consumer is targeted as someone who 

may be working in open office spaces or communal workspaces - a common 21st 

Century design. This specific post identifies communal and social contracts of these 

working situations: other people are also neoliberal subjects exercising their choice and 

working under capital interest. Although these communal working spaces may be noisy 

and distracting, Bose works to normalize social relationships positioning their 

headphones as a solution to shared space frustration, maintaining a sense of social 

harmony among workers and prioritizing individual focus in spaces where this may be 

obstructed. These logics are demonstrative of Enlightenment thinking as it positions 

harmony as a social condition achievable through individuality. To contrast this 

perspective, I consider Steven Feld’s (2001) exploration of sonic harmony with his term 

‘lift up over sounding’ which he uses to describe the Kaluli peoples. Feld remarks, “’Lift-

up-oversounding’, like ‘harmony’, is both a grand metaphor for natural sonic relations, 

the way tones combine together in time, as well as for social relations, for people doing 

things together in concert” (Feld, 2001). In the case of Bose’s headphones, maintenance 

of social harmony is achieved through the processes of individuality – harmony is 

achieved when people turn inwards and resist communal spaces. In Feld’s exploration of 

a decolonial context, referencing Indigenous perspectives on sound and community, 

social harmony relies on communal interaction as sounds move in and out of focus in 

flow. 

As a result, Bose markets their products towards the neoliberal subject, which 

they define as a diverse audience. The purpose of this technology as one that grants 

malleability, focus, and comfort, extends to the ‘cluttered’ urban soundscape, the 

communal workspace, or most recently the apartment living during COVID-19 

lockdowns, identifying communal spaces as deterrents to a person’s productivity and 

comfort. Collectively, Bose positions their noise cancelling technology as a solution to 
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these broader issues and undesirable communal spaces, which they seem to subtly 

define as all communal spaces, made notable by the vast array of blog posts 

(workspaces, transit, etc.) and visual imagery (landscapes).  

4.5. Apple Airpods Pro Screenshots 

To offer another case study, Apple’s newest AirPods Pro are a recent competitor 

in this field. Having purchased the Beats Electronics corporation in 2014 (Apple, 2014), 

Apple has only recently begun designing ANC products under their own brand, one 

recent technology being the Apple Airpods Pro in-ear headphones. As such, Apple 

situates their latest AirPods Pros as revolutionary to the field of Active Noise 

Cancellation with new sensor systems that allow the headphones to continuously adapt 

to the geometry of the ear (AirPods Pro, n.d.). Apple’s website for their Airpods Pro is a 

one-page scroll with built-in animations and movement; I have chosen 4 screenshots to 

analyze and will also describe the animation within the visual analysis of each element. 

Once again, I employ Fairclough’s micro and meso level analysis, examining the textual 

and visual themes of Apple’s marketing of noise cancellation in their newest AirPods 

Pro. To return to Apple’s primary branding campaigns as outlined previously, their 

reliance on black and white imagery, subtle and simplistic design, as well as dancers to 

represent their brand, are exemplified within their website. 
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4.5.1. Apple Screenshot #1: The only in-ear headphones… 

 

Figure 5:  ‘The only in-ear headphones…’ screenshot from Apple.com/ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

In this first screenshot, Apple positions their Airpods Pro as revolutionary in that it 

is ‘the only in-ear headphones with Active Noise Cancellation that continuously adapts to 

the geometry of your ear’ – a process they define as being central to the active noise-

cancellation listening experience. This description identifies their product as unique and 

specialized to each individual user, immediately implying the personalization of the 

product and the conceptualization of personal control embedded. Not only is the 

soundscape controllable and malleable, but the design of the product will also adapt to 

the user as needed. 

Following a description of this attribute, the text concludes with a connection to 

the process of limiting environmental sonic factors. The two key phrases and words 

which I draw attention to are ‘blocking out the world’ and ‘focus’. ‘Blocking out the world’ 

positions the role of noise cancellation as a tool for independent sonic design, 

introversion, and individualization. Rather than labelling this experience as crafting a 

personal soundscape, Apple has chosen to use the phrase ‘blocking out the world’ which 
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implies that anything outside of the personal bubble is a nuisance in an individual’s 

listening practice. This positions the soundscape inherently as something which is meant 

to be avoided, which echoes Hagood’s analysis of noise cancelling technologies as 

being isolation devices rather than communication devices (Hagood, 2019, p. 183). 

Similarly, the word ‘focus’ implies the environmental soundscape to be a deterrent, 

something to be removed and edited to fit your desired needs in relation to your listening 

desires. Here the neoliberal subject is reminded that the headphones act as a tool to 

help you maintain your capital goals and individual priorities. 

Visual Analysis 

In terms of visual design, Apple opts for a minimalistic approach exemplified in 

the design of their one-page scroll which includes moving images and pop ups 

throughout. This specific portion utilizes a picture of the earbud, which adjusts the light 

source and position when scrolling, drawing attention to the design and text. The use of 

black and white as their primary colour palette implies a sleek and sophisticated tone, 

which could position the user as someone worthy of upscale or fantastical technology. 

The limited text in this section encourages users to read only what they deem to be most 

important; in this case, this importance is placed on the ability of the Airpods Pro to 

‘block’ the world’s soundscape.  

One of the most notable visual aspects is the absence of an individual in this 

screen grab. The lack of human centric marketing positions the headphone as the 

primary focus, alluding again to the sophistication and desirability of a consumerist 

product. In one sense the lack of a person could indicate a personalized approach by 

encouraging the user to visualize their image in the reflection of the black screen. In 

another sense, the lack of an individual positions the product as a commodity fetish 

(Starosta, 2017), an elusive item dimly lit and mysteriously attractive as a consumer 

product. 
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4.5.2. Apple Screenshot #2: Connect magically! 

 

Figure 6:  ‘Connect magically’ screenshot from Apple.com/ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

This second screenshot offers a similar perspective in its minimal design and 

text. This screenshot includes only one sentence of textual analysis. In this case, the 

discourse begins by establishing familiarity with the customer, outlining that this product 

may be ‘Just like the Airpods’, a similar product that was released a year or so prior. This 

familiarity is re-established at the end of the sentence in which the text describes the use 

of these headphones with other Apple products such as the iPhone or Apple Watch.  

While this familiarity helps to allure Apple users, what I consider to be the most 

intriguing piece of textual analysis is their use of the word ‘magically’. Magic connotes an 

unexplainable action, something that evokes wonderment. While the technology of 

Bluetooth is something presumably most consumers have experienced – especially 

considering the rise of Smart Technology across consumer tech – I consider the word 

‘magical’ to imply another context: simplicity. Magical is used here to demonstrate the 

ease of use for the consumer, positioning the technology as user friendly and self-

actualizing. The user need only click ‘connect’ to accept the pairing and enter their 
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personal sonic bubble. The division between personal and communal soundscapes are 

easily interchangeable and adjustable. 

Visual Analysis 

While scrolling to this section, the visual representation of the Airpods were 

moving. The case opened, demonstrating the ‘pop up’ message that would appear on 

the user’s iPhone. The image, a striking white against a dark background and situated 

almost centrally in the page, directs the consumer’s attention. This is perhaps 

accomplished to provide additional simplicity in the marketing process, showing the 

viewer how ‘magically’ the product connects rather than outlining this in a written 

context. In this visual process, the limited text acts as an anecdote, situated in the top 

left corner in smaller font, available for the consumer to read should they require a 

textual description.  

In this instance, the lack of an individual in the visual representation aims to 

demonstrate the ‘magical’ experience, or simplicity, once again. Since the user does not 

need to perform many actions, aside from opening the headphones and clicking accept, 

the visual process presents the narrative that the headphones are able to perform many 

tasks without assistance – the technology is self-processing. This identifies that the 

technology is multifaceted, performing mediated listening, while also reducing user 

response, making the process of control and comfort much more automated. This 

reduces the need for individuals to engage with the technology, meaning that the user 

could remain focused on their work and responsibilities as a priority. 
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4.5.3. Apple Screenshot #3: Want to hear what’s happening around 
you? 

 

Figure 7:  ‘Hear what’s happening around you’ screenshot from Apple.com/ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 

Textual Analysis 

This third screenshot utilizes a longer piece of text, introducing the consumer to 

the varying options available for the personalized soundscape: Active Noise Cancellation 

and Transparency Mode. The use of a question at the beginning of the paragraph 

introduces a conversational tone, as though the designers at Apple are speaking directly 

to the consumer viewing the website. The text continues conversationally beginning the 

next sentence with ‘just press…’, which implies the ease of use in the sensor system. 

This description of the varying options demonstrates the quick adaptions available in the 

technological control of the soundscape. At the press of a button, the user can ‘jump’ 

between two alternative forms of soundscape transparency. 

The introduction of Transparency Mode positions listening to the ‘outside world’ 

through the technological mediation of a device. The discourse of creating a transparent 

listening experience that ‘feels natural’ when wearing headphones, demonstrates the 

brand’s ability to mediate listening in both individualized and communal settings. No 

longer do you need to remove your headphones to re-enter the social context, instead 

the technology adapts and reacts to your touch, allowing you to hear the outside world 

when desired. 
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Visual Analysis 

In this third screenshot, the person is shown pressing the stem which toggles 

between the two modes of listening techniques – a process accompanied by a change in 

background colour. At the press of the button, the black background suddenly shifts to 

white. I understand this to be a visual representation of lifting the sonic veil (black 

equating to a sense of confinement and isolation) which creates a personalized and 

sleek sonic experience. Should you choose to allow the world’s soundscape into your 

sonic bubble, the background colour shifts to a transparent mode (white implying a 

sense of visibility and openness). The person is also shown moving/dancing, which can 

be perceived as enjoying their immersive audio experience and which aligns with overall 

marketing imagery of dancers as key actors. In this instance the inclusion of a person 

helps to demonstrate the action that must be made to transition between these two 

listening modes. This again echoes the personal sonic bubble, demonstrating the 

intimacy of noise-cancellation and personalized soundscapes, juxtaposed to the visibility 

of ‘Transparency Mode’. The larger text is prominent and clear, positioned directly 

beside the moving individual. Due to the dim lighting on the individual, the reader is 

drawn to the text to understand the purpose of the action taking place prior to the press 

of the button. 

4.5.4. Apple Screenshot #4: Anti-noise 

 

Figure 8:  ‘Anti-noise’ screenshot from Apple.com/ca 
Taken by author on September 7th, 2020 
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Textual Analysis 

The final screenshot chosen for analysis describes the process of active noise 

cancellation. In this specific section, the shift has just been made from discussing and 

demonstrating the use of exterior microphones, which react to the incoming signal, to a 

description of the inward-facing microphones, which contribute to the production of anti-

noise. The first block of text describes the technological process through which anti-

noise is created and unwanted sound eliminated. What the brand considers to be 

unwanted is not clarified, and this perception may vary greatly from human response; 

however, one could glean that their continued reference to communal spaces or 

disruptive working environments are deemed ‘unwanted’. In essence, the technology 

works to ‘listen’ and determine ‘unwanted sound’, a process which identifies the 

presence of neoliberal ideologies rooted in individuality and productivity. Similarly, the 

term anti-noise implies the use of an active sensor system that generates the reduction 

of noise. In this case, the inner ear microphone is indicative of the ‘active’ system, 

constantly listening, responding, and adapting to noise reduction as it occurs both inside 

and outside of the ear. 

The second paragraph begins by outlining the rate of adjustment – 200 times per 

second – a statement that identifies the sensor processes; however, the latter half of the 

sentence reintroduces the narrative of the personalized sonic bubble. Through such 

technology, Apple posits that their noise cancellation mechanics results in an ‘immersive’ 

experience which allows the user’s attention to be brought to their controllable content 

(music, podcasts, etc.). This sentence echoes earlier screenshots in that ‘focus’ remains 

a key marketable point throughout the website. The ability to ‘tune in’ to your desired 

soundscape and ‘tune out’ the outside world is frequently mentioned, highlighted once 

again in this screenshot as possible due to anti-noise mechanics.   

Visual Analysis 

Visually, this piece of the website demonstrates active noise cancellation using 

waveforms which are shown passing through the headphones. Here Apple 

demonstrates the ability to dampen noise and unwanted sound through a visual 

representation of a significant decrease in waveforms. On the left, the waveform 

demonstrates what can be assumed to be a noisy and loud sonic environment, as noted 

by their height and rapidly changing patterns. On the right, emerging from the 
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headphone, the waveform is compact and quite flat, demonstrating that noise has been 

removed and the desired sound has been streamlined for the listener.  

The use of green also plays a unique role in this section. For the majority of their 

branding, Apple has relied solely on a black and white colour scheme to demonstrate the 

capabilities of their Airpods Pro and the simplicity of the brand. Apple uses the colour 

green rarely across their campaign, using it in visual advertising and technology 

mechanics as the Airpods Pro charging light colour to indicate that the headphones are 

fully charged. In this instance, the use of green is quite striking and oppositional to their 

consistent branding and suggests that they hope to draw special attention to this aspect. 

Anti-noise becomes a focal point through both the green word and the green flattened 

waveform, a similarity which is used to visually demonstrate the anti-noise processing 

taking place through the process. Green is also a colour most often associated with 

calmness – I liken this comparison to the use of an actor’s green room which is meant to 

be a space in which performers find sanctitude before or during performances. In this 

case, the flattened green waveform may also allude to a sense of calmness evoked 

through the focus of sound and reduction of noise. In Apple’s branding, this visually 

demonstrates a ‘sense of peace’ that accompanies the possibility of controlling one’s 

soundscape and the streamlined experience that comes with personalization and 

malleability. 

4.6. Apple Airpods Pro One-Page Scroll 

Collectively, Apple’s Airpods Pro key messaging centers around the user being 

able to focus on what they want to hear, to control their soundscape, and to succumb to 

the magical experience that only Apple promises to offer. Much like Bose, focus 

becomes central to the marketing of Apple’s noise cancelling headphones. Specifically, 

throughout the ads, Apple references the ability to ‘block’ the outside world from the 

user. On the Apple.ca website, they have also linked a video highlighting their Airpods 

Pro titled Product Film (AirPods Pro, n.d.), which includes many of the same imagery 

and textual descriptors. The video demonstrates a collection of dancers performing in 

the black or white rooms while wearing the headphones. Each dancer is filmed alone, 

demonstrating a vast collection of users and the prioritization of individuality while using 

the product. This video echoes the overarching themes of individuality and focus which 

are similarly embedded in the screenshots. 
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Secondly, malleability and control are central to Apple’s advertisements through 

the description of user options and noise cancellation tools. Apple approaches these 

considerations primarily through a technological lens throughout the website; however, 

the addition of actors and changing graphics throughout the screenshots offer subtle 

visual cues such as the single click for transitioning between cancellation levels, and the 

use of green to demonstrate the noise reduction. The ease of transition between full 

noise cancellation and transparency mode are also central to Apple’s promise of control 

and malleability, suggesting that user does not need to perform significant tasks to 

adjust their levels of sonic isolation. 

Finally, Apple offers a unique position in that it brands their technology as 

magical. Their decision to position noise cancellation as an unexplainable and unique 

experience is integrated throughout the website. The use of black and white across their 

branding techniques aims to maintain focus on the product and encourage a desire for 

the machine. The technology remains elusive and mysterious, leaning into the 

conceptualization of magic (something unexplainable). 

The design of the Apple Airpods Pro one-page scroll also offers an interesting 

point of analysis. Specifically, the design guides the consumer through an easy-to-use 

descriptive platform that reads much like a story. The changing graphics and limited text 

are quite cinematic in that the screen remains black apart from occasional visual pop 

ups (ie. headphones, people, iPhone, etc.) This chosen design emanates a perspective 

of luxury and mystery, as made notable by shadows, a black and white colour scheme, 

and limited text. This colour scheme positions Apple’s technology as luxurious and 

elusive. 

The intended consumer is one who has a familiarity with, or has previously 

purchased, Apple products. I mention this because the Bluetooth connection is 

demonstrated solely with Apple Products, remarking the ‘magical’ experience that comes 

with the connection between the headphones and the iPhone or Apple Watch. Similarly, 

the user is intended to be one rooted in neoliberal ideologies, prioritizing productivity and 

individuality throughout the advertisements. I would consider Apple’s ideal consumers to 

be primarily younger adults. On one hand I consider the style in which they design their 

one-page scroll and their preference towards ‘magical’ or ‘elusive’ designs. Similarly, 

their use of dancers as the sole individuals highlighted on their website (either in images 
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or the accompanying product video), offers a youthful and energetic glimpse of the kind 

of user they envision. Ultimately, Apple aims to identify the use of this technology as 

prominent in many lifestyles and desirable as a luxury for any neoliberal subject. 

4.7. Considering Neoliberal Ideologies 

Throughout my micro and meso level analysis, I have demonstrated the 

neoliberal cultural values embedded within Bose’s and Apple’s discourse by drawing 

attention to the emphasis of individuality or isolation, control or malleability of a sonic 

environment, focus and comfort that can be designed within personal sonic barriers by 

erasing a soundscape and other sonic relations, and a perception of individuals as 

capital agents. The advertising between both brands demonstrate neoliberal listening 

ideologies which promote the personal sonic space and position any communal spaces 

as disruptive to an individual’s productivity and sense of comfort.   

For the final level of macro analysis, I work to consider these technologies within 

a larger context, comparing the technological aspects of these two brands which 

promote the formation of the neoliberal subject. I utilize this final section to identify the 

malleable options granted to the user within the description and use of various 

technological processes, the tools employed by noise cancelling systems to adjust and 

monitor, and the sociological effects of a shift in listening techniques. In order to 

understand how these advertisements and headphones promote neoliberal ideologies, I 

consider the historical effects of listening and sound reproduction. Listening practices 

experienced a shift towards individuality when the process of listening began to be 

understood as a technical skill within the realm of science, reason, and rationality 

(Sterne, 2003, p. 93). Sound scholar Jonathan Sterne notes that this shift in 

understanding listening as a technical process during Modernity prompted the design of 

mediated listening machines to be deliberately commodified and individualized, 

harkening back to my description of perceptual technics; “to capitalize and commodify 

sound, sound media industries deployed a pre-existing notion of sonic space as private 

property” (Sterne, 2003, p. 95). Sterne illuminates the shift in listening through a 

commodified lens, drawing attention to the focus of the consumer market in promoting 

the design of this personal sonic space; however, to move beyond simply 

commodification as one aspect of the neoliberal grasp on listening and developing 

capital agents, Sterne’s analysis also demonstrates the operationalization of listening as 
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a controllable sensory experience. These technologies perform the function of 

‘offloading’ certain listening tasks to a machine under the guise of convenience and 

individualism. During use, noise cancelling headphones perform the function of re-

designing and re-distributing sound through a controllable listening experience, 

remapping sonic relationships, and destroying intersubjectivity with non-human agents 

(Robinson, 2020, p. 96). Similarly, Mack Hagood identifies this shift and the user 

experience in Hush (2019). Hagood notes of the illusion of freedom granted to users in 

which the powerful can “define, disappear, or make themselves socially inaccessible to 

the other” (Hagood, 2019, p. 190). In this sense, he identifies the neoliberal perspective 

of these technologies in being a product for the wealthy – a luxury item which designs 

personal space. In the case of Apple and Bose, the mentality of the personal sonic 

space as a primary feature and selling point still rings true as outlined in their advertising 

discourse. As I have demonstrated in the analysis above, control appears to be an 

individualized experience.  

However, in the case of noise-cancelling headphones, control is not only granted 

to the user but is also directed upon users, demonstrating another aspect of 

neoliberalism – user control. Hagood makes a significant point in referencing the shift in 

prior listening devices. He states that what sets noise cancelling headphones apart is 

that they do “not merely block out the aural world but mediatize it in order to cancel it 

out” (Hagood, 2019, p. 195). The mediatization of listening in this context acts as a 

colonial tool by prioritizing certain values and perceptions of the sonic environment and 

reducing the multi-sensory intersubjective experience of the Other. Headphones move 

beyond the role of limiting noise, to one of data collection, analysis, and monitorization. 

Active noise cancelling technologies are made of a collection of sensors which, when 

working together, reduce noise and increase sound quality – both factors which 

contribute to the user’s ability to ‘focus’ and design their ideal soundscape. While these 

sensors help to define the auditory realm, they are simultaneously tied to methods of 

surveillance and control. Specifically, Bose had recently launched an expansion of their 

sensor system with the design of augmented reality (AR) applications. This technique 

has recently been removed from their website and marketing platforms, but I have found 

archived material, dated November 26, 2019, via the Wayback Machine Web Archive 

Program. Bose AR introduced motion and location sensor systems, as detailed in Figure 
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9 and 10, to enhance the listening experience and to further integrate the listener into 

their manipulated sonic environment. 

 

Figure 9:  ‘Augmenting your world’ archived image from Bose AR 
Retrieved from the Wayback Archive Program Bose.com dated November 26th, 2019. 

Alongside these new sensor systems, Bose had introduced a range of 

applications intended to integrate the user within the world of AR. While some were 

designed to act as a travel guide, offering commentary to the user based on their 

location and motion, others, such as those outlined in Figure 10, were tools for improving 

one’s workout routine or golf performance. 

 

Figure 10:  ‘AR applications’ archived image from Bose AR 
Retrieved from the Wayback Archive Program Bose.com dated November 26th, 2019. 

While the promise of improving one’s golf swing or workout technique may be 

tempting for the ANC headphone user, these newly unavailable platforms demonstrate a 

potential all-encompassing perspective of ANC systems. This perspective is echoed in 

Apple and Bose’s advertisements through the use of ‘Transparency’ mode as a nod to 

its broad possibilities. To expand on Chapter 3’s exploration of ANC sensor systems, 

Shoshana Zuboff’s (2019) notion of surveillance capitalism offers an insightful 
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perspective into how this technology exists within a neoliberal market while also 

functioning within multiple modes of deep surveillance via sensors. Most notably, Zuboff 

notes that surveillance capitalism “claims human experience as free raw material for 

translation into material data” (Zuboff, 2019, p. 14) while simultaneously intervening and 

altering a user’s actions to achieve desired results. In this application, the sensors 

prevalent in noise-cancelling headphones are an example of a system that captures and 

utilizes user interaction and experience as data to better their products, adapt to 

changing situations, and potentially other formats unknowable to the user. Alongside the 

normalization of the purpose of these technologies, users have also come to accept the 

methods of surveillance and sensor systems that are integrated in the machine under 

the guise of bettering the user experience. This is a direct example of neoliberal 

techniques and control that are emergent from and reliant upon historical land and 

resource colonization, as well as capital accumulation through the perception of 

populations as consumers and data sets. Throughout the advertisements outlined prior, 

exterior sounds are positioned as disruptive, distracting from a user’s focus, unwanted, 

and deserving of being blocked. As a result, noise cancelling headphones are situated 

as a solution, a vessel of comfort and ‘sonic relief’ in a world that is rife with 

uncontrollable sounds. To acquire a product sold to improve your existence, the user 

must accept all aspects of the noise cancelling experience, and they often do so 

willingly. Through these processes of compliance and raw material data extraction, 

individuals are being stripped of the privacy such technology promises, disguising 

neoliberal ideologies within consumer perspectives of comfort and control. In the same 

vein, issues of noise pollution are positioned as an individual problem in which the user 

must purchase their own soundscape carving device as a solution. In essence, this 

“reinforces the neoliberal belief that problems mut be solved individually and within the 

market rather than addressed as systemic issues” (Hagood, 2019, p. 189).  

By deepening the methods of control tied to these machines, Bose and Apple 

work to situate the collection of sensors as mandatory to the individualized sonic 

experience. Although surveillance is not the primary function of noise-cancelling 

headphones, this possibility remains a very real threat to communities engaging with the 

machine. Craig Proulx’ work in surveillance and colonization suggests that, 

“The oligarchic corporate state is, therefore, engaged in accumulation by 
dispossession of indigenous peoples with and without treaties who have 
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serious economic, environmental, cultural and sovereignty concerns about 
oligarchic state resource extraction on and under their territories and 
resource transportation through their territories” (Proulx, 2014, p. 85) 

This work references the state directly, which is not the focus of this analysis, 

however I extend this definition to the corporations promoting neoliberal values by 

encouraging the formation of the neoliberal subject, as they are engaged in supporting 

this form of ‘accumulation by dispossession’. Bose and Apple continue to thrive by 

collecting and assessing human experience as data while potentially monitoring their 

users. To reiterate a point made in Chapter 3, a lawsuit was filed against Bose due to 

the fact that the company was tracking and collecting data to ‘increase functionality’; 

however, users were nervous as to Bose’s ability to share this information with other 

businesses (Reuters, 2017; Sarkar, 2017). While this thesis does not intend to focus on 

the potential risks of surveillance tied to this machine, I include this reference to consider 

another potentially dangerous aspect of neoliberal control and to address additional 

branches of the political aspects of consumer technology.  

Although the promise of sonic isolation is tempting the noise-cancelling 

headphone user, a promise which users have been conditioned to believe are vitally 

important to social order and personal productivity, these notions find root in colonial 

Euro-centric perceptions of culture. Absence is positioned to be a reward while using this 

technology - a state of being that is irrevocably valued. In comparison, the 

conceptualization of presence offers a glimpse of a decolonial ideology, of a ‘wildness’ 

that the technology inherently aims to tame. Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Simpson 

(2011) suggests the importance of presence in Nishnaabeg society, a theme which can 

be tied to ideas of attentive and unmediated listening. She states that “our process – be 

they political, spiritual, education or healing – required a higher degree of presence than 

modern colonial existence” (Simpson, 2011, p. 92). In considering a neoliberal 

perspective of society she notes, “In the space of the modern empire, society is a culture 

of absence because consumer culture requires both absence and wanting things in 

order to perpetuate itself” (Simpson, 2011, p. 93). Simpson identifies a key position in 

which noise cancelling technologies are situated within the realm of consumer culture, 

neoliberalism, and absence. This ideology is clearly echoed in the advertisements of 

Bose’s and Apple’s noise cancelling headphones. The neoliberal subject is one who 

desires isolation and absence, and the products become a tool to fulfill this need. While 

not directly identifying this technology, Simpson offers a perspective to the 
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conceptualization of consumer culture as a whole; a society which thrives on isolation, 

control, and erasure. Those who pursue and exist within consumer culture 

simultaneously accept absence.  

To return to the work of Stó:lō scholar Dylan Robinson’s (2020) and his concept 

of the hungry listener, he suggests that the colonial listener is ‘hungry’ and as such may 

listen in favour of the pace of consumption rather than new temporalities (Robinson, 

2020, p. 53). Extrapolating on Robinson’s quote, the production of the personal space 

encourages a sonic bubble of consumption, allowing the neoliberal subject to readily 

consume content such as music, audio books, podcasts, or other sonic forms of media. 

Robinson grapples with this concept through various examples, mainly in musicology; 

however, the overarching perspective of hungry listening is one that can be applied to an 

analysis of noise cancellation. In this case, by positioning noise cancelling technology as 

an extension of the human ear, key features of the soundscape are automatically 

dismissed while the user is encouraged to turn inward, to be absent, and to consume 

sonic media rapidly. In the discourse presented by both Bose and Apple, the concept of 

individual ‘focus’ and ‘personalization’ are primary factors which aim to encourage 

individuals to isolate themselves and consume rapidly. Robinson also identifies the 

importance of spatial intersubjectivity as acknowledging the ways in which “space exerts 

agency, affect, and character beyond the realm of striking aesthetic impact” (Robinson, 

2020, p. 97). He notes that decolonial listening acknowledges and holds space for 

nonhuman agents as actors in musicology and as listeners who are not only “listening 

but are listened to” (Robinson, 2020, p. 98). Considering Robinson’s address of spatial 

intersubjectivity in relation to noise-cancelling headphones as a colonial technology, the 

machine works to position nonhuman agents as a distraction. Both Apple’s and Bose’s 

discourses consequently align with this promise by prioritizing the individual sonic 

bubble, suggesting the world to be an ‘empty stage’, void of relational meaning and 

nonhuman knowledge. Erasure of land, peoples, sound marks, keynote sounds, acoustic 

communities, and presence, become integral to the design of the personal soundscape.  

This chapter has explored two case studies, Bose’s NC 700 headphones and 

Apple’s Airpods Pro headphones, to offer a nuanced analysis of the narratives through 

which noise cancelling headphones are marketed; It has also addressed the larger 

processes through which these technologies promote neoliberal ideologies and the 

formation of the neoliberal subject. Through a micro level analysis, key terms, themes, 
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and visuals were identified as primary branding logics employed by Bose and Apple. In 

sum, the key themes identified between the brands were malleability, focus, comfort, 

productivity, individuality, and a ‘magical experience’. The meso level of interpretation 

extrapolated on the textual and visual layers, positioning the key themes in relation to 

the overall website design and the neoliberal subject as the consumer of each brand. 

Finally, the macro level analysis worked to further consider how these technologies, in 

both the technological processes and advertising, embody numerous neoliberal cultural 

values, shifting listening practices while erasing and controlling user response and 

sensory experience. Through a description of the controlling effects of soundscape 

design and surveillance, I’ve identified how these technologies, which promise individual 

control, simultaneously work to control and adapt listening for the benefit of sensor 

systems and data production. I have also identified ways in which an Indigenous 

perspective on listening can be juxtaposed to the role of the headphones which act as 

an isolation machine.  

  In the following chapters, I move beyond an analysis of discourse to position 

myself as a user of noise-cancelling headphones and an auditory explorer of this 

mediated soundscape. I will consider the discourse presented by both brands, to explore 

how my experience shifts when performing attentive listening in the community versus in 

my personal sonic bubble. I will also draw attention to my emotional and spiritual 

connection to community, land, and people as I bridge my perspective on technological 

studies, sound studies work, and Indigenous literature. I consider my critical listening 

positionality (Gross, 2014; Robinson, 2020), as Anishinaabe / settler, graduate student, 

feminist, eco-conscious activist, scholar, researcher, and young adult. I aim to question 

and unlearn listening, to remain unsure of what the action of listening truly entails 

(Robinson, 2020, p. 46). I consider spatial intersubjectivity (Robinson, 2020), to value 

and address the nonhuman agents which not only contribute to my understanding of the 

soundscape but which respond, interact, and offer knowledge unknowable to an 

individual settler perspective. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Soundwalking – An Ethnographic Exploration of 
Noise Cancelling Soundscapes 

While Bose and Apple promise malleability, focus, comfort, productivity, 

individuality, and a magical experience, I aim to juxtapose these advertised promises 

with my auto-ethnographic research, to explore the technology in practice. The purpose 

of this chapter is to act as an extension of my CDA analysis, to move beyond a critique 

of the neoliberal narratives and cultural values presented by the brands, to explore this 

technology through soundwalking as autoethnographic research (Behrendt, 2018; 

Paquette & McCartney, 2012; Westerkamp, 2006). Simultaneously, this chapter works to 

juxtapose the structured approaches of academic soundwalking methodologies with 

decolonial conceptions of space, listening, and spatial relationships. I work to do so by 

questioning my listening positionality and prioritizing emotional and spiritual dimensions 

of soundwalking. My soundwalking methodology will aim to challenge my critical 

listening positionality as I perform self-reflexive work in this space, acting as both scholar 

and listener, while performing listening as both an analytical and embodied practice. I 

position myself within various soundscapes, exploring the sonic world through both a 

mediated and unmediated lens. I performed 9 soundwalks (3 unmediated, 3 with Bose 

headphones, 3 will Apple Airpods Pro), each 30 minutes in length, performed 

consecutively within 3 different sounding locations. By performing these in-depth 

listening practices, I work to answer the questions:  

1.  How does my individual experience compare to what is advertised 
through these technologies?  

2.  How might the use of active noise-cancelling headphones affect my 
placement within my environment, impacting my relationships with 
community and environment?  

This chapter will begin by defining the field of acoustic ecology and soundwalking 

as a methodology. I will contextualize the development of acoustic ecology to ground 

soundwalking within the history of the field and to consider some other analytical tools 

that I will utilize in performing my soundwalking analysis. Following this description, I 

discuss my study detail as to how I approach soundwalking as a tool for data collection, 
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a way in which to perform a CDA comparison, and as a decolonial action which allows 

me to enact critical self-reflexivity by questioning my listening positionality and 

considering my emotional and spiritual bonds. Having performed 9 soundwalks in 3 

different sounding locations, I separate this chapter accordingly, describing the process 

of listening and data collection in each location. Within these sections I compare my 

structured soundwalking analysis with the advertisements outlined in my CDA chapter. 

Primarily, I address the themes of individuality, focus and capital interest, control or 

malleability, comfort, and erasure of nonhuman agents, to explore these neoliberal 

ideologies as they are built within the technological processes and user experience. 

After addressing the categorical and analytical aspects of my soundwalking experience, I 

conclude this chapter by considering my dimensions as a ‘hungry listener’ and by 

addressing the decolonial aspects of listening that I aim to employ in my 

autoethnographic approach. I actively use the final section (5.7) to address my listening 

positionality, to consider the ways in which I engage with the environment, to discuss 

how I aimed to perform decolonial listening techniques, and to consider Indigenous 

acknowledgement in colonial spaces. While I may briefly address these aspects 

throughout the data collection and formatted acoustic ecology sections within this 

chapter, I conclude with this final section to describe these experiences in greater detail. 

5.1. The Field of Acoustic Ecology and Soundwalking as 
Methodology 

Soundwalking as a research methodology developed momentum in the field of 

acoustic ecology. To provide context to this form of research, and to ground 

soundwalking within a historical field of study, I offer a brief overview of the history of 

acoustic ecology and its various methodologies. Acoustic ecology aims to order sounds 

as species, consider the listener’s perception of their sonic environment, and to further 

examine the effects of the acoustic soundscape on an environment (Schafer, 1993, p. 

271). This field has encouraged scholars to critically analyze the soundscape, learning to 

listen beyond the obvious to discern sonic knowledge and shifting sonic patterns.  

The ideation and development of the field of acoustic ecology is tightly tied to 

Simon Fraser University (SFU). Specifically, notable sound scholar R Murray Schafer 

and the World Soundscape Project are a few key founders of acoustic ecology centric 

research. R. Murray Schafer began his work at SFU through the development of the 
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Electronic Music Studio in 1965 (Droumeva & Jordan, 2019). Schafer’s work as a sound 

scholar and composer aimed to capture evolving soundscapes through experimental 

forms of collaboration between music and nature (Schafer, 1993, p. 5). His research and 

musical compositions have acted as a call to action, encouraging people to listen to the 

environment and to develop sonic solutions to what he describes as an increasing 

urbanization problem: “Today the world suffers from an overpopulation of sounds; there 

is so much acoustic information that little of it can emerge with clarity…it is no longer 

possible to know what, if anything, is to be listened to” (Schafer, 1993, p. 71). In much of 

his work, he explains how he yearns for a non-technological world, often aiming to 

replicate the sonic structure of the natural world within his compositions. Schafer’s 

disinterest in technology and digitization of sound stems from his fear that separating a 

sound from its source would be removing the authenticity of the sound; he has framed 

this process of digitization and electroacoustic reproduction as dangerous to sonic 

understanding as he argues sounds should be analyzed within their environment as a 

unique occurrence (Schafer, 1993, p. 90). Through his research he also works to explore 

the negative impacts of noise on individuals and environmental sustainability.  

Schafer’s exploration of soundscapes and electronic music compositions led to 

the development of the World Soundscape Project and, collectively, the field of acoustic 

ecology (Droumeva & Jordan, 2019, p. vii). The World Soundscape Project, known for 

many notable sound scholars such as Hildegard Westerkamp and Barry Truax, 

attempted to draw attention to noise pollution from a positive listener-centric approach, 

“embodied by the term ‘soundscape’” (Truax, 2019, p. 21). Performing research both 

within the city of Vancouver as well as across Europe in the years to follow, they were 

able to examine shifting soundscapes through various research methods. One of these 

methods included soundwalking, which encourages individuals to analyze qualitative 

aspects of a sonic environment. World Soundscape researcher Barry Truax notes that 

one of the early goals of the collective was to encourage the government of British 

Columbia to include soundscape ecology within the environmentalist agenda (Truax, 

2019, p. 22), In sum, the work of both R Murray Schafer and the World Soundscape 

Project were innovative in that they sparked the emergence of the field of acoustic 

ecology that aimed to prioritize the analysis of sound and to broaden its importance 

within seemingly unrelated fields of research. Simultaneously, they worked to encourage 
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an appreciation of listening in a world that was deeply eye-centric as a result of 

modernist, Enlightenment thinking (Schmidt, 2000).  

The work of the World Soundscape Project has not only prompted conscious 

sound design and urban planning, but has also provided new ways of examining 

environmental changes invisible to a visually centric society (ex. environmental sound 

marks, population changes, social inequality, etc.) Critical geography scholar Am 

Kanngieser notes that sound is inherently a political medium and can be anchored as 

such (2015, p. 1). Examining sound as a presence of inequality and future predictions 

can encourage, “political relations… to build new and creative terrains for human and 

more-than-human negotiations” (Kanngieser, 2015, p. 5). Sound demonstrates 

relationships, thus providing a new form of analysis in which to track environmental 

changes and evolving realities between the natural world and human interaction. 

Similarly, the inequalities of these relations also demonstrate inequalities among 

populations and communities (Kanngieser, 2015). Learning to listen for inequalities 

within communities can also encourage discussions of neoliberal knowledge systems 

and cultural values embedded within technology.  

While Kanngieser draws focus to the role of acoustic ecology as a framework of 

research which can be used in the fields of environmental sciences, social sciences, and 

humanities, acoustic ecology has simultaneously found itself useful in many other fields 

and with various research potential. Returning to the work of Dr. Randolph Jordan 

(2014), he has used sound to consider the acoustic profiling of Vancouver’s Bell Tower 

of False Creek comparatively analyzing the current soundscape to archival footage from 

1936. Jordan utilized sound as a historical tool, positioning it an ear to the histories 

embedded in the soundscape of the photograph and encouraging a consideration of 

changing colonial soundscapes. In this sense, Jordan’s work takes on the role of 

documentary media and decolonial work, demonstrating the power of soundscape 

recording and research in exploring the architectural sounds of the landscape which 

continue to echo in today’s sounding environment. Similarly, Rowland Atkinson (2007) 

argues that music, sound, and noise, are not deterrents but rather markers of place and 

space. Here Atkinson addresses the invisible city through sound analysis, in which he 

considers “the impacts of a sonic ecology, to comprehend the spatial and social 

patterning of cities” (Atkinson, 2007, p. 1915). Atkinson’s work demonstrates the use of 

this field in urban analysis, as a tool for social and geographic ordering. Likewise, Sophie 
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Arkette (2004) grapples with the notion of a sonic city identifying the organization and 

beauty embedded in urban soundscapes juxtaposed to Schafer’s anti-noise critique and 

ideology. Much like Atkinson’s work, Arkette (2004) demonstrates the role of this field in 

becoming a marker for exploring invisible modes of organization existing within fields of 

urban development, architecture, politics, economics, and social sciences.  

Through the work of R. Murray Schafer and the World Soundscape Project, 

acoustic ecology has also developed a vast range of terminology useful to the sonic 

researcher. I include a brief description of a few of these terms as I will utilize them 

throughout my observations during soundwalking. The use of these terms will help me to 

consider some of the organizational aspects of acoustic ecology as a discipline while 

also exploring the sounds that permeate the noise-cancelling soundscape. A collection 

of acoustic ecology terms is permanently hosted on the World Soundscape Database 

labelled as the Handbook for Acoustic Ecology; these terms are useful to the structured 

forms of soundscape analysis so that the sonic researcher may better classify and 

organize the features of a soundscape. Primarily, the terms keynote sound, signal, and 

soundmark are three terms which have become tied to soundscape classification and 

sonic ordering (Schafer, 1993). A keynote sound is considered to be the sounds of the 

landscape and environment, maintaining a background against which all other sounds 

are measured; a signal is considered to be a foreground sound that is tied to a specific 

message and is meant to be consciously understood; a soundmark is considered to be a 

sonic equivalent of a landmark, a sound unique to the specific location and regarded in 

the community (Schafer, 1993, pp. 9–10). These terms developed for acoustic ecology 

research have become useful across research methodologies to define the soundscape 

and provide clarity to organizing and categorizing sounds. As mentioned, I intend to use 

these terms throughout my soundwalking research to explain both my experience within 

the soundscape and to categorize the sounds which define the environment. 

To return to my chosen methodology for this thesis, I perform soundwalking to 

explore the unmediated and mediated sonic environment. This method is one which has 

been used to shift researcher attention from the ocular to audible, learning to 

acknowledge a balance or imbalance of sounds within the broader sonic ecosystem, 

while also being attentive to individual experience through auto-ethnographic research 

(Westerkamp, 2001). Westerkamp’s work has been highly regarded for its exploration of 

soundwalking as methodology and communal practice. Her publication Soundwalking 
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(2001) has garnered widespread praise and appreciation for its notable call to action, 

detailed descriptions, and overview of potential soundwalking practices at home and in 

Vancouver’s Queen Elizabeth Park. In her writing, Hildegard notes, 

“A soundwalk is any excursion whose main purpose is listening to the 
environment. It is exposing our ears to every sound around us no matter 
where we are. We may be at home, we may be walking across a downtown 
street, through a park, along the beach; we may be sitting in a doctor's 
office, in a hotel lobby, in a bank; we may be shopping in a supermarket, a 
department store, or a Chinese grocery store; we may be standing at the 
airport, the train station, the bus-stop. Wherever we go we will give our ears 
priority. They have been neglected by us for a long time and, as a result, 
we have done little to develop an acoustic environment of good quality.” 
(Westerkamp, 2001) 

Westerkamp identifies the purpose of soundwalking as an easily accessible tool, 

one which could be employed in the most mundane of tasks or excursions, to direct 

attention to the acoustic environment. She simultaneously highlights the perspective of 

audible neglect in which our ears must be retrained to listen attentively and critically. 

Specifically, one may consider the sounds of a downtown urban core or a passing 

vehicle to be a potential overwhelming sound source; sounds, that when explicitly heard 

and analyzed, may encourage the listener to demand better sonic management, 

particularly in urban environments. She states, “When attentive listening becomes a 

daily practice, requesting sound quality becomes a natural activity” (Westerkamp, 2001). 

In encouraging soundwalking to become a tool for active participation and awareness 

within an individual’s environment, Westerkamp’s work argues that this is where 

soundscapes can begin to experience change.  

 While Hildegard Westerkamp’s work demonstrates the power of soundwalking 

as a tool for broadening individual connection to soundscape and sonic design of their 

community, soundwalking as a method has continued to evolve through recent 

expansions of research. For example, scholar Frauke Behrendt aims to position 

soundwalking as a methodology that is important within other theoretical forms of 

analysis such as education, media, augmented reality, etc. (Behrendt, 2018, p. 255). In 

this context, Behrendt’s potential for soundwalking echoes Kanngeiser’s (2015) 

perspectives, imaging sound as a tool which illuminates shifting narratives invisible to 

the eye, finding placement and value within other fields of research. Comparatively, the 

work of Paquette and McCartney (2012) explores soundwalking as research in bodily 
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exploration, identifying some of the key aspects of this field’s adaptability and variation. 

On one hand they identify the role of walking as an ethnographic research method citing, 

“Benjamin’s (1999) modern flaneur, an ‘observer of the marketplace” (p. 427) who “feeds 

on the sensory data taking shape before his eyes’ (p. 417), creates through his (or her) 

exploratory walks a unique image of the city that unfolds both through the present and 

through the loaded past of memories, histories, and history” (Paquette & McCartney, 

2012, p. 136). Having explored the use of soundwalking as a tool in various fields they 

note, “Soundwalks will undoubtedly prove invaluable to investigate the impact of these 

transformations on the daily perceptions of users and inhabitants, while providing people 

with a convivial forum for discussions about bodily experiences of places” (Paquette & 

McCartney, 2012, p. 143).  

 While this methodology primarily emerged through soundscape studies and 

acoustic ecology, it has become useful across multiple other disciplines; however, the 

framework within which this research is performed also requires a critical understanding 

of diverse perspectives and experiences of listening or soundwalking. As outlined in my 

introduction, listening and embodied connection to place have been tied to Indigenous 

cultures and their ways of knowing and being long before acoustic ecology research 

(Gross, 2014; LaDuke, 2016; Robinson, 2020). Considering this comparison in my 

introduction, I am inspired by the scholars who have offered research to explore 

embodied knowledge and to consider cultural experiences which contribute to 

understandings of soundscape and place, spatial temporality, and presence and 

absence (Gross, 2014; Robinson, 2020; Simpson, 2011).  

Therefore, my work aims to exist within these intersections and to consider both 

the structured perspectives of soundwalking as existing within the field of acoustic 

ecology as offered by Schafer and the World Soundscape Project, while also 

considering embodied knowledge, emotion, and the complex collection of listeners and 

sound makers outside of human experience - the nonhuman agents and spatial 

intersubjectivity (Robinson, 2020, p. 96).  

5.2. My Soundwalking Research Design & Limitations 

“Initially a soundwalk is an opportunity to let the world in without any 
compulsion to respond or—to put it differently—to be open without a need 
to define, intellectualise, categorise, or interpret, to listen without 
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expectations, assumptions or judgement, to listen without the compulsion 
to change things or to act immediately. Such a soundwalk simply allows 
participants to hear the environment for what it is and to become aware of 
their own relationship to the soundscape. In this sense a soundwalk can be 
similar to a meditation: the world happens, the sounds occur, and they 
pass. The meditating person is aware of all that happens, but does not 
engage in it, in fact, is detached to a certain extent. Eventually when 
soundwalking develops into a regular practice, it becomes a rich source of 
soundscape knowledge and inspiration and ideally an enabling condition 
for changes in the acoustic environment” (Westerkamp, 2006) 

For my methodological approach to soundwalking research, I developed 2 

questionnaires: one to be completed prior, during, and after my soundwalks with 

headphones, the other to be completed prior, during, and after my soundwalks without 

headphones. These questionnaires were self-designed, pulling inspiration, similar 

scaling techniques, and emotional descriptions from Dr. Milena Droumeva and her 

SSHRC funded project, Livable Soundscapes (Droumeva, n.d.), a project which I was 

able to work on as a research assistant (RA) during my graduate studies. 

Simultaneously, I was also inspired by various notation methodologies and techniques 

offered by Schafer (1992) within his book A Sound Education. Some of Schafer’s 

exercises, such as exercise 1 in which participants are encouraged to write down all the 

sounds that they hear (Schafer, 1992, p. 15) or exercise 2 which asks participants to 

consider sounds belonging to specific categories (Schafer, 1992, p. 16), have had direct 

influence on the structure of questions included in my questionnaire.  

Each questionnaire begins by asking me to note the date and time, location, and 

weather – this is included so that I can consider how the environmental factors affect my 

relationship to the space. Both questionnaires are structured as a three-step process: a 

pre-soundwalk collection of questions, a space to take notes during the soundwalk, and 

a post-soundwalk analysis. For my questionnaire without headphones, I included a 

scalable question in which I aim to consider the extent to which I hear a variety of sound 

categories, ranking them on a scale of 1 – 10: 1 representing that I do not hear any 

sounds from that category, 10 being that the category dominates the soundscape 

completely. I also consider my emotional relationship with the environment and the 

emotions that I am currently bringing into the space compared to the expectations of 

how I may emotionally engage. This question in particular aims to address critical self-

reflexivity by encouraging me to consider how I form emotional relationships with the 

soundscape. I perform these similar exercises on the questionnaire made for my 
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soundwalks with headphones, adding an additional option and specification to consider 

the sound categories heard when in transparency or noise cancellation mode. For both 

questionnaires I leave space for only one prompt during my soundwalks: ‘Take notes on 

key sounds occurring in the space and shifts in emotional experience’. By leaving the 

question open-ended, I draw inspiration from Schafer’s first ear exercise (Schafer, 1992, 

p. 15) while also encouraging moments for self-reflection and embodied listening. 

Finally, the post soundwalk analysis between both questionnaires revisits the scalable 

categorical analysis in my pre-soundwalk, encouraging a reflection between 

expectations of dominant sound categories in comparison to what was present. I have 

also designed a scale to consider potential emotional responses or personal 

perspectives on the sonic environment. For this question in particular I am heavily 

inspired by Dr. Milena Droumeva’s (Droumeva, n.d.) Livable Soundscapes 

questionnaire, utilizing familiar feeling terms and considering to what extent I find the 

soundscape to fit various terminology: pleasant, chaotic, calm, vibrant, etc. Both post-

soundwalk questionnaires also include space to outline anything surprising or 

unexpected. This question remains open-ended to allow for all considerations to be 

noted and to resist structured or anticipated responses. Finally, I include a question to 

consider the extent to which the headphones create more comfort or disconnection. 

Initially I had scaled this experience to be comparable, beginning at 1 as disconnection 

and scaling to 10 which I had defined as comfortable; however, when practicing 

soundwalking in another location I noticed that this scale did not always accurately 

describe the experience as these terms were not connected. I could feel highly 

disconnected within a space yet very uncomfortable. Therefore, I have adjusted this 

question during my field research, separating these two categories into their own scales 

from 1 being ‘not at all’ disconnected or very uncomfortable, to 10 being ‘completely’ 

disconnected or very comfortable. 

The blank questionnaires that I had designed for my soundwalk with and without 

headphones can be found in Appendix A. All filled soundwalking sheets are attached in 

Appendix B. I have extrapolated some of my key findings which are outlined in the tables 

and descriptions to follow. 

These examples of questionnaires and sonic analysis tools have inspired my 

approach to soundwalking as a method through which to analyze and categorize my 

sonic relationships; however, I also aim to consider a decolonial approach to sound 
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studies work and thus aim to incorporate decolonial considerations within my 

soundwalking methodology. As mentioned in my introduction, I do this by incorporating 

moments for active self-reflexivity, encouraging space for a consideration of critical 

listening positionality, to question how and why I engage with certain sonic markers, and 

by actively structuring moments in my soundwalk to resist notation in my questionnaire 

and to consider embodiment and emotional relationships (Gross, 2014; Robinson, 2020; 

Simpson, 2011). Dylan Robinson argues that a critical listening positionality seeks to 

prompt questions regarding “how we might become better attuned to the particular filters 

of race, class, gender, and ability that actively select and frame the moment of contact 

between listening body and listened to sound” (Robinson, 2020, p. 11). Understanding 

my critical listening positionality, I also consider the ways in which my experiences set 

parameters around my object of study. I exist within many different spaces (academia, 

cultural understandings, familial relationships) which all inform how and why I engage 

with certain sonic spaces. While I perform some structured forms of soundwalk analysis, 

a method that is greatly informed by my experience as a soundscape academic, I also 

work to perform unmediated listening within and between my positionality as I try to 

reclaim connection to my Indigenous heritage and as I am informed by Indigenous 

scholars, such as Robinson, who encourage the action of unlearning listening. These 

experiences set parameters around how and why I analyze certain dimensions of the 

sonic worlds and demonstrate many ways in which I remain unaware of sonic context 

known only to other positionalities and realities.  

As I aim to perform these practices from a place of decolonial observation, I am 

also encouraged to consider some of the ways in which I may enact and reproduce 

forms of hungry listener (Robinson, 2020). As a master’s student performing this 

listening activity for the sake of research, I am driven by a certain set of parameters to 

consider my listening habits and to analyze the sonic world. I rely on structured research 

methods, a desire to be seen as valid in academic spaces, a preference towards certain 

spaces and locations that have informed my experience in Vancouver, and an 

understanding of certain sounds that greatly impact how I perceive the sonic spaces. 

While I aim to integrate moments of decolonial or embodied listening practices, it is 

important to consider that I am still primarily driven by these forms of hungry listening in 

considering the parameters of my methodological approach – all of which I will address 

later in my analysis. By actively acknowledging colonial control and my positionality in 



81 

the soundscape – including that of a hungry listener – I hope to analyze my listening 

encounter, to become an exception to the colonial rule of the city and the intended use 

of these spaces. As an uninvited guest on these Indigenous territories, I aim to engage 

with these understandings of accountability, to ask questions about my sensory 

engagements and positionality as it informs my parameters of study, and to question the 

rules and borders of these colonial spaces. Similarly, other Indigenous scholars that 

have informed my work also offer perspectives in considering the self-reflexivity of 

listening from a place of presence. Gross suggests the importance of listening for 

Anishinaabe children who were encouraged to spend time in the woods in silence, to 

listen, meditate, and pray on their lives (Gross, 2014, p. 60). Similarly, Simpson 

considers the role of creating in Nishnaabeg society noting that “creating aligns with our 

Ancestors because when we engage in artistic or creative processes, we disconnect 

ever so slightly from the dominant economic system and connect to a way of being 

based on doing” (Simpson, 2011, p. 93).  

Within all of these texts, presence is positioned as an anti-colonial action, a mode 

of perception which encourages the listener to connect to their emotional and spiritual 

understandings and to engage in a state of doing rather than consumption. I aim to 

engage in conceptualizations of presence by integrating the spiritual and emotional 

dimensions of listening as a sensory experience within my methodology and to consider 

the extent to which I am ‘creating’ sound within these spaces. Primarily, these 

perspectives are integral to my questionnaire as I have identified questions that 

encourage self-reflection and emotional awareness, questioning what I am bringing into 

the space and how listening has altered my emotional and spiritual relationships. 

Similarly, I engage with these dimensions by integrating time for a resistance of data 

collection, to solely allow for questions to arise and to consider the Indigenous land and 

communities that I am visiting. Within each soundwalk I spend approximately 5-10 

minutes simply listening without taking notes, emotionally and spiritually aiming to 

connect with the soundscape and its nonhuman agents by considering my perspective 

and listening for sonic engagement. This choice to integrate moments for a rejection of 

written analysis actively works to subvert a colonial approach of ‘fixed’ listening. 

Robinson describes that “listening regimes imposed and implemented ‘fixed listening’ 

strategies that are part of a larger reorientation toward Western categorizing of single-

sense engagement” (Robinson, 2020, p. 40). While I perform various modes of data 
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collection that explore categorical approaches to sound, I also integrate moments to 

resist this approach as a way to engage in decolonial listening techniques.  

Robinson (2020) also discusses the importance of self-reflexivity in considering 

what listeners bring to the listening experience, to be accountable and responsible for 

their positionality as guests in Indigenous territories. Having opted to perform these 

soundwalks within the city of Vancouver, I work to acknowledge the land and community 

spaces which I occupy. Within these soundwalks, I occupy the land of the Musquaem, 

Squamish, and Tseil-Waututh First Nations. As a visitor on this stolen land, it is my duty 

to remain self-reflexive of my role in this space. In the action of soundwalking, I do so by 

questioning my positionality, my role as researcher and guest, the city spaces and 

buildings that occupy the land I am visiting, the sounds that I can discern, the sounds 

which exist outside of my perception, and finally, the sounds that may be missing from 

this space. By performing soundwalks among traditional Indigenous territories within and 

between the decorations of city existence, I am positioned to consider colonial spaces 

and decolonial narratives. This prompts numerous questions: How do Indigenous 

territories resonate within urban spaces? What stories are embedded in land and 

environment? How do listening technologies alter this relationship? 

For the scope of this master’s thesis, I have performed a series of 9 soundwalks 

which took place within 3 different sounding environments. I chose to perform these 

soundwalks outside as I wanted to engage with varying topographies and spatial 

relationships. If I were to do a soundwalk indoors, I would be confined within a bordered 

space. For the purpose of this analysis as both a technological consideration and a 

decolonial research study, engaging in outdoor soundwalks allows for a closer 

connection to a variety of nonhuman agents and decolonial worlds I am hoping to 

explore. Throughout the various advertisements outlined in my CDA chapter (see Figure 

2 and Figure 3 in particular), outdoor environments are seen as a backdrop to the noise-

cancelling soundscape. By performing these soundwalks outside, I can consider these 

relationships. Although both brands also suggest the ability to retain focus for work, 

situating the technology as a neoliberal productivity machine, I decide not to test this 

promise in action as I do not wish to confine myself to test the capabilities of its 

assistance to productivity and neoliberal ventures. Instead, I aim to consider the 

relational and embodied aspects of mediated listening alongside my CDA analysis. 

During these outdoor soundwalks, I practiced the act of observation and emotional 
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connection to environment while also filling out my questionnaire. Simultaneously, I 

considered the neoliberal ideologies within both the mediated and unmediated listening 

techniques, as well as the ability to control the sonic environment. Each soundwalk 

lasted approximately half an hour in length, which allowed for time to immerse myself 

within the experience and collect ample information regarding the soundscape, key 

sound objects, and notable technical mechanics. I opted to perform each soundwalk for 

30 minutes as I have found this to be an optimal time for my personal analysis and 

listening attention. Since I decided to perform the soundwalks consecutively, a choice 

made to allow for immediate comparison, I wanted to ensure that I did not surpass an 

hour and a half of attentive listening in each location. This is due to the fact that I have 

noticed the hour and a half time marker to be a key moment when I begin to experience 

listening fatigue. By containing each listening location to an hour and a half in length, 30 

minutes for each soundwalk, I found I was able to remain attentive throughout each 

walk. Also, prior to beginning any soundwalk experience, I spent 10-15 minutes 

grounding myself emotionally and spiritually in the space and connecting my ears to the 

listening activity. By dedicating this time at the top of the research activity, I had already 

begun to connect with the sonic world, meaning that I could begin my first soundwalk 

with attentive ears and a focused attitude. I do not repeat each individual soundwalk 

multiple times as this could cause listening fatigue and it would introduce additional 

sounds and experiences due to the ephemerality of sound and the nature of listening. 

I began by performing 3 soundwalks in a city soundscape environment, in and 

around the streets of downtown Vancouver. Prior to beginning each soundwalk, I spent 

10-15 minutes filling out the pre-soundwalk questions on the questionnaire. I performed 

the first soundwalk without headphones, which encouraged me to document my 

immediate connection to the space and to identify my initial recognition of the 

soundscape, land, and people. Throughout the soundwalk I noted key sounds and 

observed my emotional experience in the space. Following the soundwalk, I spent 10-15 

minutes filling out the post-soundwalk questionnaire which allowed me to cross-analyze 

my expectations and to observe any overarching thoughts or experiences. By beginning 

my experience of this sonic environment without headphones, I was able to define my 

perception of the soundscape and key audible features that I had considered dominant 

in the sonic environment. The second soundwalk in this soundscape was performed with 

the Bose 700 NC headphones. The first 20 minutes were performed with noise 
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cancellation mode on, encouraging me to compare the sounds heard during the initial 

soundwalk to those which I could subtly discern while using Bose’s headphones in noise 

cancellation mode. I took notes and recorded key observations at times on the 

soundwalk. During others, I would put the pen and paper in my pocket, allowing myself 

to resist a formal analysis and to focus solely on the emotional experience to encourage 

self-reflexivity. The remaining 10 minutes of this soundwalk were allotted to the use of 

Bose’s transparency mode in which I tested the ease of shifting between noise 

cancellation to transparency, questioning how a transparent mediated listening 

experience is formed and how my emotional experience shifted. I opted to avoid the use 

of any media on my headphones because I wanted to consider the accuracy of noise 

cancellation within the machine and to discern to what extent I was able to hear subtle 

sounds peak through the noise-cancelling veil. The final soundwalk in the city 

soundscape environment was performed with Apple’s Airpods Pro. Similarly, this 

soundwalk began with 20 minutes of exploring full noise cancellation mode, questioning 

the key promises tied to this machine, while the remaining 10 minutes were dedicated to 

testing transparency mode. I performed these 3 types of soundwalks (no headphones, 

Bose headphones, and Apple Airpods Pro) in 2 other soundscape locations: Stanley 

Park Seawall and UBC’s Pacific Spirit Forest.  

While I performed 3 soundwalks in each sounding location, I did not follow the 

same route for each soundwalk. Instead, I granted myself the opportunity to wander and 

explore the audible environment. In part, the choice to not follow the same route is 

because it is impossible to replicate the same sounding environment – sound is 

ephemeral and temporal, it exists only in its moment of sounding. As such, there is no 

way for me to perform the same soundwalk at different times as new and old sounding 

objects may come in and out of the soundscape. Therefore, if I were to try to create a 

constant variable of a same route, realistically this would fail to perform its function as 

the soundscape is never consistent. In one sense, this is a key limitation of 

soundwalking and sound research. In another, this allowed me to situate myself within 

the space without worrying about strict research guidelines and methodological 

specifics. Furthermore, my goal was to be able to richly describe my experiences, 

detailing the route, time, and sounds that were present as well as my personal approach 

to each soundwalk. By resisting an attempt to replicate conditions I actively work to not 

constrain myself to an experimental design. Instead, I approach each soundwalk openly, 
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with the purpose of situating myself within the sonic environment and exploring my 

connection to the soundscape. Another limitation to my research is that I am performing 

this soundwalk individually, rooting my data collection and analysis within my 

experience. On one hand this lends well to the intended use of the technology, a 

personal soundscape carving device. This also fits my auto-ethnographic aims by 

exploring the promises of noise cancelling headphones and by connecting to my 

Algonquin lineage through decolonial understanding. However, the choice to perform the 

soundwalk alone does limit my data collection as I am unable to cross-examine my 

perspective to other individual perspectives, to consider how others may engage with the 

neoliberal ideologies embedded or decolonial interventions in action.  

Lastly, in considering my preconceived perceptions while performing this 

research, I want to return to considering my critical listening positionality, as outlined in 

the introduction, to note my history with soundscapes. I’ve grown up in a small town, 

surrounded by forest and lakes, which were quite different than the urban environment I 

have grown accustomed to during university. Thus, sonically I find cities to be 

overwhelming at times, as I’m still growing comfortable with this shift in sonic 

environments. This history has impacted how I engage with busy urban soundscapes 

and is something I consider while describing each sounding environment. For the scope 

of a master’s project, I have leaned heavily into my independent work, utilizing 

soundwalking as other scholars before me: a tool for sonic analysis, a consideration of 

my position within the sonic environment, and a process in which to identify and order 

sounding objects (Behrendt, 2018; Paquette & McCartney, 2012; Robinson, 2020; 

Schafer, 1993; Westerkamp, 2001). This chapter then aims not to be a complete 

perspective on soundwalking with and without noise cancelling technologies rooted in 

neoliberal ideologies but works to explore these themes at the precipice of new sonic 

understanding. Thus, I encourage this chapter to be read as a call to action in which I 

implore you, the reader, to perform your own soundwalks both with and without noise 

cancelling headphones. This chapter expands on the discourse presented in the prior 

advertisements, to consider how a personalized soundscape is designed, and to explore 

embodied experience while listening.  

In the following sections I discuss the general experience of soundwalking in 

each location, identifying the data collected and notable observations across each 

soundwalk. Within these sections I briefly address connections made in relation to the 
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CDA advertisements. I expand on these connections in section 5.6 in which I consider 

some of the key marketing ideologies positioned by each brand in comparison to my 

soundwalking experiences. To conclude, I compare these observations further by 

expanding on the emotional and spiritual relationships to consider my critical listening 

positionality, my dimensions of hungry listening, and spatial intersubjectivity of my 

soundwalk (5.7). 

5.3. Soundwalk Details: City Soundscape 

The first sounding environment I chose to explore was the urban city core. I 

performed my series of soundwalks consecutively beginning in the morning and into the 

early afternoon of January 21st, 2021. The weather was a mix of clouds and sun, 

fluctuating around 8 degrees Celsius. The first soundwalk I performed without 

headphones began at 9:40am and ended at 10:15am, with the other two following into 

the early afternoon. I began my first soundwalk in the Vancouver Art Gallery Square and 

performed a loop down Georgia street, through Robson, and back to the square (see 

Figure 11 and 12). As I had noted in my pre-soundwalk questionnaire, my primary 

expectations before performing the soundwalk without headphones were that traffic, 

construction and human made sounds would be the dominant sound sources. Most 

notably, I consider this expectation to be tied to the time of day (late morning) as the 

streets are often filled with commuters on their way to work. 
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Figure 11:  City Soundwalk Picture from Robson Square 
Picture taken by author at starting point of soundwalk 

 

Figure 12:  City Soundwalk Picture from Robson Street 
Picture taken by author in the middle of a soundwalk 
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In terms of my emotional expectations before my unmediated soundwalk, I was 

experiencing excitement, peace, and focused energy which I anticipated would translate 

into relaxed emotional connection to space during the soundwalk and potential slight 

annoyance of construction or technology. My expectations before the city soundwalks 

with noise cancelling headphones were that the noise cancellation mode would dampen 

all sound categories to be almost inaudible, while the transparency mode would allow for 

the varying levels of the soundscape to be heard in their entirety. 
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Table 1:  Sounds heard during the City Soundwalks 

No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Traffic / Engine,  

Electronic Hum, 

High pitched squeal of bus 
brakes, 

Radio in passing cars, 

Pothole clank, 

Sirens, 

Crosswalk signal, 

Seagulls, 

Bike chain/tires, 

People walking/talking, 

Car horn, 

Construction metal 
clanging, 

People laughing, 

Water fountain, 

Crows, 

Faint hum of traffic, 

Occasional pothole – 
high pitch, 

Rattle of headphones if I 
walk too quickly, 

Crosswalk signal, 

Conversation, 

Seagulls, 

Loud engine – although 
distant sounding, 

My breath / footsteps, 

Women’s heels – loud 
beside me but gone 
once passed, 

Truck engine, 

Construction metal 
clanging – high pitch 

Engine (truck), 

Traffic, 

Construction, 

People walking / 
running, 

Car door, 

Keys, 

Hum of vent system, 

Construction 
(clanging), 

Crows & Seagulls, 

Music from car 

Metal Clank over 
pothole, 

Slight hum in 
background, 

Voices of people talking 
– hear clearly, 

Traffic, 

Bus brakes, 

Hum of traffic (sounds 
like rain), 

Crosswalk signal, 

My breath, 

Truck backing up, 

Locking car, 

Conversations in other 
languages, 

People walking, 

Beep of hydraulic lift, 

Conversations, 

Cars / traffic, 

Lots of music on 
Robson, 

People talking and 
walking, 

Bus accelerating, 

Sirens, 

Car door, 

Crosswalk signal, 

Bus release of air, 

Stomping woman, 

Scrap of door on 
pavement, 

Skateboarder 
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No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Garbage truck beeping, 

Talking on speakerphone, 

Scraping sidewalk, 

Muzak, 

Electric hum from lights, 

Movement with clothes, 

A person shouting, 

Car door shut, 

Person preaching, 

Various languages, 

Construction laying stone 

Music from stores, 

Exhaust from fan, 

Footsteps, 

Water feature 
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Table 2:  Post-soundwalks City Scalable Analysis 

Sound 
Object 

No 
Headphones 

Bose 
700 NC 

Bose 700 
Transparency 

Apple 
Airpods 
Pro NC 

Apple 
Airpods Pro 

Transparency 

Traffic / 
Tech 9 3 7 5 9 

Construction 6 3 7 3 4 

Nature 4 2 5 2 4 

Human 4 2 3 4 7 

Scale of 1 (do not hear) to 10 (dominates completely) of each sound category 

In Table 1, I’ve outlined the various sound sources that I could distinguish on my 

soundwalks. As expected, the unmediated soundwalk has a much larger list while the 

soundwalks with headphones both in noise cancellation and transparency mode are 

much shorter. Throughout these 3 soundwalks, a few notable observations were made. 

Primarily, the unmediated soundwalk was quite rhythmic. While I had initially anticipated 

the traffic would cause some frustration, the flows of traffic between stop lights were 

rhythmically consistent which was surprisingly pleasing to the ear. At times, this was 

soothing, and prompted memories of ocean waves, calming my breath in the process. 

My personal sounds, such as my breath or steps, were consistently overpowered except 

for the few pockets of reduced traffic noise on the side streets which allowed my sound 

sources to begin sounding. Overall, the dominant feeling that occupied my emotional 

capacity was the sense that I was not moving quickly enough for the city. In part this was 

due to the flux in traffic and the number of people rushing on the sidewalks; however, the 

various overlapping sounds accompanying this environment also significantly dominated 

my soundscape, encouraging me to rush in the waves of movement. There was an 

unspoken energy to the city which permeated commuters and traffic nearby, 

encouraging a feeling of being rushed or overwhelmed. Another observation I had made 

is the lack of audible human centric sounds and natural sounds. As detailed in Table 2, 

the Traffic and Technology categories dominated the soundscape almost completely, 

with some construction occurring at times, while the natural or human made sounds 

remained slightly less audible. Here, nonhuman agents are severely overpowered, made 

to exist subtly in the background behind the colonial tools of progress of construction. As 

such, I described the soundscape as primarily chaotic, vibrant, and overwhelming.  
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In comparison, the soundwalk with Bose’s 700 NC Headphones offered variation 

to the previous sounding experience. Specifically, the sounds of my breath and footsteps 

became the primary keynote sounds, providing a backdrop against which all other 

sounds were perceived. The immediate use of these headphones in their noise 

cancellation mode worked to develop my individual soundstage, positioning my internal 

and physical sounds as my primary focus. In this case, the ability to redefine focus as 

promised by Bose was actualized, and I was able to keep my head up and hands free 

(Figure 3) in the sonic environment. The traffic, although dominant in the soundwalk 

without headphones, felt much more distant when mediated. It was still audible at times, 

but the waves of traffic sounded less distinguishable and more like a generic wave of 

white noise, which at times felt very disorienting. Much like the prior soundwalk, there 

were pockets of reduced traffic in which the Bose noise-cancelling soundscape felt eerily 

quiet. There were moments where I would visibly notice sounding features, such as a 

water fountain, but I was unable to hear the masking effects of water. This contributed to 

the eerie feelings of disconnection, removing me from the environment and prioritizing 

my individual soundscape. At times, there were some high-pitched sounds that were 

much more audible; in addressing the process through which noise cancellation is 

created, it is understandable that high pitched sounds would cut through the noise 

cancellation occasionally due to the fact that noise cancellation is better attenuated to 

lower frequencies (Hansen, 2003; Narahari & Pandey, 2003). In total, the ratings of the 

various sound categories were all reduced significantly in noise cancellation, situating 

the prior most dominant sound of traffic / tech at 3 on the scale of 1-10 in terms of 

loudness and domination within the space. As a reminder, this is a scale which I had 

devised, beginning at the level of 1 which I had labelled as barely audible and 

progressing to a level 10 which I had labelled as dominating the soundscape. Regarding 

the malleability of the soundscape, the noise cancellation was quite rigid, as I had 

expected. Considering noise cancellation performs phase inversion reducing almost all 

frequencies, there is little control over which range of frequencies are reduced and which 

are maintained. As such, the malleability of the noise cancellation mode occurs solely in 

the ability to adjust the levels from total noise cancellation (level 10), through partial 

noise cancellation (level 5), to transparency mode (level 0). 

For the remaining 10 minutes of my soundwalk with Bose headphones, I opted to 

explore their transparency mode. In this mediated soundscape, Bose promises the 
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ability to hear what is going on around you without needing to remove your headphones 

(Figure 3). This testament does seem to be true. For the most part, I could hear almost 

all the sounds nearby quite clearly. Considering Figure 1, Bose promises that the 

transition to transparency mode will allow your surroundings in, almost as if you aren’t 

wearing headphones at all. I found this testament to feel very realistic. Similarly, they 

promise that this mode allows for easy conversation as it boosts both the individual 

speaking to you as well as your own voice meaning that “your voice doesn’t sound 

different, even to you, where other headphones can make your voice sound muffled or 

Darth Vader-esque” (Bowe, 2019). There was one moment during my transparent 

soundwalk in which a man had stopped me to ask me a question – I noted that I could 

still hear his question being asked, but it did sound a bit muffled. In terms of the sound 

categories I chose to analyze, they were louder than the noise cancellation ratings, but 

still quieter than the walk without any mediation.  

In comparison, my final city soundwalk was performed with the Apple Airpod 

Pros. The first 20 mins were performed within noise cancellation mode. Apple’s Airpod 

Pros do a great job at reducing the low frequencies, they were nearly nonexistent; 

however, their high pitch remains much more audible. I suspect this is due to the fact 

that it is difficult to reduce high frequency sounds via spectrum manipulation and 

therefore these sounds are only reduced with material, such as headphone padding 

(Narahari & Pandey, 2003). Since these headphones are in ear design, their lack of 

foam padding results in much more higher frequency bleeding. Much like my experience 

with Bose headphones, there were moments in which I could see notable sounding 

objects (ex. waterfall, cars, etc.), but could barely hear any audible marker. At one point 

this disconnection from my physical space by sonic reduction was a bit frightening as my 

inability to sonically recognize the sound signals resulted in some near accidents when I 

would notice a car approaching at the last minute. In this soundwalk, I rated the Traffic / 

Technology as a 5 out of 10, as noted in Table 2. The construction sounds and nature 

were rated as lower on the audible scale, while the category of Human sounds was 

considered to be a level 4 out of ten; however, this can again can be traced to the lack of 

foam padding. 

For the remaining 10 minutes of this soundwalk, I also explored Apple’s 

transparency mode. I found this experience to be quite surprising in that it felt truly 

unmediated. This harkens back to Apple’s promise that the transition to transparency 
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mode would feel natural (Figure 7). At times, I forgot I was wearing headphones and 

only became aware when the earbud would move while I was walking. The quality of 

sound transference via Apple’s numerous microphones had no distortion or dampening 

which made the experience sound wholly unmediated. As a result, the comparison of 

sound categories in Table 2 is similar to the experience without wearing headphones as 

the volume of sounds remained consistent with the surroundings. 

After performing all 3 of the soundwalks consecutively, and tracking these 

observations, there were a few overarching notes I’ve made to consider my emotional 

connection to space in each location as well as the varying levels of comfort or 

disconnection. Primarily, I described the soundwalk without any headphones as chaotic, 

vibrant, and overwhelming. Considering my critical listening positionality, this is informed 

by my personal experience with urban soundscapes having grown up in primarily rural 

environments and feeling often overwhelmed in urban spaces. While wearing Bose or 

Apple headphones in noise cancellation mode I had considered the soundscape to be 

pleasant, calm, and uneventful due to the reduction of sounds. In comparing the 

transparency mode between Bose and Apple I had categorized both soundscapes as 

chaotic, vibrant, and overwhelming. While my emotional connection to the environment 

had shifted with the mediated listening experiences, my level of comfort had increased 

with noise cancellation mode. Upon reflection, I also considered both headphones to 

heavily create a sense of disconnection as they both separated me sonically from the 

environment. I will expand on these emotional and spiritual observations further in 

section 5.7 following a brief overview of the data collected within the other two sounding 

locations.  

5.4. Soundwalk Details: Stanley Park Seawall 

The second series of soundwalks were performed on January 22nd, 2021. The 

day was sunny, fluctuating between 4-5 degrees Celsius. I performed the first soundwalk 

without headphones between 9:45 – 10:15am, the second soundwalk with Bose noise 

cancelling headphones between 10:30 – 11am, and the final soundwalk with Apple’s 

Airpods Pro between 11:15 – 11:45am.  
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Figure 13:  Stanley Park Seawall Soundwalk Picture  
Picture taken by author at the beginning of soundwalk 

 
Figure 14:  Stanley Park Seawall Soundwalk Picture 
Picture taken by author prior to soundwalk 



96 

My expectations prior to the unmediated soundwalk were that the sound 

categories of natural and human made sounds would be the most prominent during my 

soundwalk without headphones. I had expected this balance due to the location of 

Stanley Park being an expansive green space notable for many runners and cyclists. At 

times I suspected the seaplanes or traffic nearby may become louder, overpowering 

natural sounds, as they surround the park. Finally, I considered the sounds of 

construction to be almost non-existent due to a lack of any visible cues. I expected that 

my perception of the soundscape would be that it is calm, serene, pleasurable, and 

comfortable. Also, I expected that my walk without noise-cancelling headphones would 

be quiet, suggesting that I could potentially hear myself as a sound maker in the space. I 

considered that this might allow me to form a greater understanding of my position within 

the environment, to address the sounds that I am making in relation to the space and the 

relationships that are formed between myself and nonhuman agents. Comparatively, I 

expected my soundwalk with Bose noise cancelling headphones would be quite jarring 

as a listener as I would be unable to position myself in the environment. I considered 

that the sound categories of nature and humans would be a bit more audible than traffic 

and construction sounds, which I expected to be non-existent in noise cancellation 

mode. In transparency mode, I assumed the nature and human made sounds would be 

much more noticeable, with traffic occupying a mid-ground of the soundscape and 

construction being barely audible. For the soundwalk with Apple Airpods Pro, I also 

expected to experience a frustrated response as I was surrounded by a beautiful 

environment but knew I would be unable to connect sonically to the space. I noted my 

expectation of audible sounds in noise cancellation mode to be primarily low in the traffic 

and construction categories, but I expected the natural and human made sounds to be 

rated higher. Having begun to explore the abilities of this technology in the city centre 

sonic environment, I am now aware that there is some leakage of higher frequencies 

which I assume would be audible by natural and human made sound sources nearby. In 

detailing my expectations for full transparency mode with the Apple Airpods Pro, I 

considered the nature and human sounds to be predominantly present, almost 

dominating the soundscape completely. 
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Table 3:  Sounds heard during Stanley Park Seawall Soundwalks 

No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Ducks quacking,  

Crows,  

Cyclists, 

High pitched ringing from 
marina, 

People walking, 

Cars through park, 

Bird wings flapping, 

Small waves, 

Hammering from marina, 

Seaplanes, 

Running water, 

Jackets rubbing as people 
walk, 

People running, 

Conversations, 

Crows, 

Seaplanes, 

My breathe, 

Distant sound of 
water when close to 
sound source, 

Cars, 

Conversations, 

Music from car, 

Car horn, 

Seagulls, 

Roller blades, 

Truck backing up, 

Park workers 
arguing, 

Beeping from scooter 

Hum of wind – with 
peaks that sound 
distorted, 

Water is loud, 

People walking, 

Cars, 

Construction / hammer 
from boat marina, 

Conversations, 

Birds, 

Hum of city traffic, 

People running, 

Music from someone 
else’s headphones, 

Seaplanes, 

Construction  

High pitched squeal of 
seagulls, 

Some conversations 
(women’s voices carry 
more), 

High frequency of 
waves, 

Bikes, 

My breath, 

Traffic, 

Seaplane, 

Skateboard, 

Helicopter, 

Crows, 

Electrical hum / motor 
of cars, 

Scrape of rollerblades 
on sidewalk, 

Footsteps, 

Footsteps, 

Wind and general hum, 

Construction in 
distance, 

People working on their 
boat, 

Clothes rubbing against 
each other, 

Cars, 

Someone clearing 
brush / gardening, 

Cyclists, 

Water running out of 
pipe, 

Car engine starting, 

Car door, 

Birds – various, 

Large truck engine, 
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No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Distant sound of city 
construction, 

My footsteps, 

Draining boat, 

Duck playing in water, 

Crumping of my paper, 

Rattling of engine, 

Leaves rustling, 

Music from car,  

Bubbles in water 

Clicking sound,  

Dog collar 

Heavy breathing from 
runner, 

Distant hum of city 
traffic, 

Speaker phone 
conversations, 

Dog whining,  

Beeping truck 
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Table 4:  Post-soundwalks Stanley Park Seawall Scalable Analysis 

Sound 
Object 

No 
Headphones 

Bose 
700 NC 

Bose 700 
Transparency 

Apple 
Airpods 
Pro NC 

Apple A. P.  
Transparency 

Traffic / 
Tech 4 2 4 2 4 

Construction 2 1 4 1 3 

Nature 9 4 8 5 8 

Human 7 3 7 3 8 

Scale of 1 (do not hear) to 10 (dominates completely) of each sound category 

I had considered my first unmediated soundwalk in this environment to be 

calming. There were a wide variety of sounding objects due to Stanley Park’s location, 

existing on the edge of the city, surrounded by busy marinas and highways. As a result, I 

had made note of various birds and natural / environmental sounds, a fair number of 

runners and cyclists, as well as some louder machine-made sounds (such as seaplanes, 

marina construction, etc.) One soundmark of this location was the seaplanes which flew 

overhead. While they weren’t consistently flying throughout, the occasional seaplane 

that would pass during the soundwalk would immediately overpower the sonic 

environment, overwhelming other sounds in the process. In considering my connection 

to the space, I noted during my unmediated soundwalk that I could sense my breath 

synching with the lapping waves, responding to a cyclic conversation of water. The 

sudden and overpowering sounds of the seaplane disrupted this connection, reminding 

me of my proximity to the city and temporarily disrupting the tranquility and 

intersubjective conversation. Another visual observation I noted during this soundwalk 

was the number of people wearing headphones while on their walk or run. Some were 

having phone calls, others running with large over ear headphones most likely crafting a 

playlist to their daily workout. As I embarked on a sonic journey to this location, I found 

the number of people choosing to disregard the soundscape to be staggering, and 

therefore my lack of headphones to position me as out of place in comparison. Following 

my soundwalk, I noted that the sounds of nature and humans were most prominent 

throughout most of my walk while traffic and construction remained consistent keynote 

categories, occasionally spiking with the seaplane traffic. Overall, I strongly agreed that 
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the soundwalk would be considered pleasant, calm, and vibrant. I strongly disagreed the 

soundscape could be classified as chaotic, uneventful, or overwhelming.  

Following this unmediated soundwalk, I performed a soundwalk with Bose’s 700 

Noise Cancelling headphones. Immediately I noticed the blanketed effect of the noise 

cancellation, dampening all sounds without much malleability and separation. I made 

note of my emotional shift from the calm and pleasant connection to land, to a similar 

isolated feeling I had felt in the city. Specifically, I noted the disconnection in seeing 

sound sources but not hearing much. In my soundwalk without headphones, I found my 

breath syncing with the waves of the water. In my experience with the noise cancellation, 

I could see the water lapping but the lack of an audible cue disconnected me from this 

relationship. This specific experience reminded me of the ad developed by Bose in 

Figure 2 as the listener overlooks a serene landscape, but the image has a shallow 

depth of field which results in a blurred background ensuring that the reader’s focus 

remains on the woman and her new audible design. While I did feel a disconnection from 

the serene image of Stanley Park, I simultaneously developed a stronger connection 

with my internal soundscape as the sounds of my breath and footsteps reverberated 

throughout my body and became a foreground sound to my focus. I noted that the 

categories of natural and human made sounds were slightly louder than any traffic / tech 

or construction sound categories. Upon reflection, I described the soundscape as 

pleasant, calm, and uneventful in noise cancellation mode. The sonic reflection to turn 

inward prompted a meditative connection to myself, focusing my attention solely on the 

inner soundscape while all other sounds were reduced. In switching to transparency 

mode for the final few minutes of my Bose soundwalk, I noticed a large amount of 

distortion due to the wind. Whenever a gust of wind would hit my face, I would be met 

with a loud rumble in the microphones. This distortion affected other background sounds 

at moments as well. I assume the various MEMS microphones which adorn the outside 

of the cup were sensitive to harsh wind, perhaps positioned in a way where there was 

little wind resistance.  

The third soundwalk in this sounding environment was performed with Apple’s 

Airpods Pro. In noise cancellation mode I found this tool performed similarly as it did in 

the city sounding environment. The traffic, wind and all other low frequency sounds were 

highly diminished, if not removed entirely; however, some of the higher frequency 

sounds did cut through at times. Particularly, the sounds of various bird calls were 
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noticeable in some moments while testing the noise cancellation mode. In moments 

when the birds were quiet, I could barely hear anything which was disorienting when I 

closed my eyes. This experience encouraged me to consider Apple’s campaign branding 

particularly identified in Figure 3 to ‘focus on what you want’ in which the physical 

surroundings fade to black while the person is the sole object illuminated. In my 

experience, I noticed that the noise cancellation mode emphasized this ability to become 

isolated in that I was startled by a few runners throughout this soundwalk as their 

approaching footsteps were inaudible. In the noise cancellation mode, the nature (i.e., 

bird call specifically) and human created sounds such as speech, were more audible 

than any traffic/tech or construction. In sum, I found Apple’s noise cancelling 

soundscape to be somewhat calm yet highly uneventful. The transparent mode on these 

headphones was relatively clear with no distortion from excessive wind. I found this 

soundscape to be pleasant, calmer than the noise cancelling soundscape, and much 

more vibrant. The sounds of nature and nearby humans were noticeable while traffic and 

construction existed in the background of the sonic environment.  

In comparing all three Stanley Park Seawall soundwalks, Bose’s NC mode only 

slightly improved comfort by removing the sounds of the seaplane and forcing me to 

become consciously aware of my inner soundscape. However, I also note that this mode 

caused me to experience a heightened sense of disconnection, removing me from the 

conversational rhythmic interactions with nonhuman agents and place. In transparent 

mode, I found the headphones provided no increase in comfort but did create a fair 

amount of disconnection due to its occasional distorted audio. The Apple Airpod Pros, in 

both noise cancellation and transparency mode, did not create a more comfortable 

listening experience. Instead, the noise cancellation disconnected me significantly from 

place while the transparency mode only slightly created a sense of disconnection due to 

the physical sensation of the headphones in my ears. I will discuss the emotional and 

spiritual connections further after describing the final soundwalk location. 

5.5. Soundwalk Details: Pacific Spirit Park 

My final sounding location was Pacific Spirit Regional Park near UBC. This 

location was chosen due to its lush forest, an environment which varies greatly from the 

skyscrapers of the city, or the lapping ocean waves of Stanley Park’s Seawall. The 

weather was sunny, ranging throughout the day from 2 degrees to 4 degrees Celsius. 
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The first soundwalk without noise cancelling headphones and the second with Apple 

Airpods Pro were performed between 10:30am – 11:50am, each approximately 30 

minutes in length. While preparing for my soundwalk with Bose headphones I realized 

that they would not turn on, indicating that a sudden update was now needed for the 

machine. While I had tested my headphones prior to leaving my house and embarking 

on the soundwalks, a sudden mandatory update had rendered my headphones obsolete 

in the few hours between departure and arrival. Thus, there is a short 3-hour break 

between my soundwalk with Apple Airpods Pro and my soundwalk with Bose 

headphones in which time I had to return home, update the software, and revisit my 

sounding location. 

 
Figure 15:  Pacific Spirit Park Soundwalk Picture 
Picture taken by author at the beginning of soundwalk 
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Figure 16:  Pacific Spirit Park Soundwalk Picture 
Picture taken by author in the middle of soundwalk 

Prior to my unmediated soundwalk, I had expected that the natural and human 

made sounds would dominate the soundscape, with traffic and construction barely 

audible. Having chosen to perform my soundwalk in the middle of Pacific Spirit Park, I 

had created distance between myself and nearby roads. I was entering the listening 

environment with feelings of excitement, calmness, peacefulness, and some fatigue, 

expecting that these feelings would remain relatively the same following my soundwalk: 

calm, tranquil, peaceful. Based on immediate observations upon entering the space, I 

assumed that there would be lots of people speaking, some distant sounds of traffic due 

to the busy streets which surround the forest. Prior to my soundwalk with the Apple 

Airpods Pro, I assumed that I would be able to subtly hear humans and natural sound 

categorie in noise cancellation mode. In comparison, I believed that I would hear many 

sounds in the categories of humans, nature, and traffic (specifically planes in referencing 

traffic) in transparency mode. I expected that the experience may leave me feeling 

isolated, disconnected from others, yet calm in the environment as I was able to connect 

to a meditative self-listening experience. Finally, my expectations before my Bose walk 
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were similar to that of Apple in that I thought that my awareness of humans and natural 

sounds would be dominant in noise cancellation mode. However, I also expected traffic 

would maintain a consistent background noise with occasional spikes in sound. In 

considering the full transparency mode, I expected that human made sound would be 

almost fully dominant, traffic and nature sounds would be present in the background, 

with the planes dominating the soundscape completely when overhead. During this walk, 

I expected that my emotional connection to the space would feel much more isolating, 

distant, and eerie as the number of hikers began to diminish and I entered my individual 

soundscape.  
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Table 5:  Sounds heard during Pacific Spirit Park (Forest) Soundwalks 

No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Distant cars, 

Footsteps, 

People talking, 

Plane overhead (loud when 
passing), 

Dog collar, 

My footsteps, 

Runners, 

Birds – various, 

Dog barking, 

Coats rubbing against each 
other, 

Dog collar with bell, 

Women yelling for dog, 

Person talking on phone via 
earbuds, 

Bird whistle, 

Distant hum of traffic, 

Children shouting, 

Footsteps / running, 

Conversations, 

My breath, 

Loud knock (sounds 
like a baseball being 
hit), 

Voices – many 
languages, 

Dogs panting, 

Cyclist, 

Lady yelling for dog, 

Bike tires on soil, 

People laughing, 

Hum (mid frequency, 
unidentified), 

Dogs barking 

People walking, 

Conversations, 

People yelling, 

Distant hum of traffic, 

Planes, 

Cyclists, 

Bird call, 

Dog barking, 

Kids playing, 

Dog running, 

Can being opened, 

Dog panting, 

Conversation – many 
languages, 

Whistle  

Cyclists, 

Footsteps (high pitched 
on gravel), 

Conversations, 

Dog barking, 

My breath, 

Dogs fighting, 

Clapping, 

My coat rubbing against 
earbuds at times, 

People running, 

Planes, 

Bird chip and various 
bird call, 

Stroller 

Static when coat/hair 
rubs against 
earbuds, 

Lots of bird calls / 
chirps, 

Distant traffic, 

Yelling orders at 
dogs, 

People talking, 

Dogs running, 

High pitched ringing 
dog bell, 

Clothes rubbing as 
person walks by, 

Plane, 

Footsteps, 

Dogs fighting and 
barking, 
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No Headphones Bose 700 NC Bose 700 
Transparency Apple Airpods Pro NC Apple A. P. 

Transparency 

Conversations in different 
languages, 

Leaves rustling from dogs 
playing, 

Loud motor,  

Children running drills 

Fan / power outlet at 
small power station 
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Table 6:  Post-soundwalks Pacific Spirit Park (Forest) Scalable Analysis: 

Sound 
Object 

No 
Headphones 

Bose 
700 NC 

Bose 700 
Transparency 

Apple 
Airpods 
Pro NC 

Apple A. P.  
Transparency 

Traffic / 

Tech 

3 (10 with 

planes) 
2 3 1 5 

Construction 1 1 1 1 1 

Nature 4 2 6 3 6 

Human 8 5 8 4 7 

Scale of 1 (do not hear) to 10 (dominates completely) of each sound category 

During my first soundwalk without headphones I noticed that human sounds 

dominated the space (marked as an 8 out of the scale from 1-10). The trails were filled 

with people and consequently the sounds of birds and rustling leaves were less 

noticeable. The traffic remained a consistent background keynote sound; however, when 

planes flew overhead the sound of the engine dominated the soundscape. Due to the 

number of people, the trail did not feel as calm as I was expecting. Rather than feeling 

tranquil, I felt energized in the space, listening to the community and natural sounding 

objects who gave voice to the land. The number of people and conversations that I could 

hear while performing my soundwalk contributed to a larger sense of community and 

connection. While maintaining physical distance due to COVID safety recommendations, 

the act of walking this trail alongside many others wound up being a comforting and 

supportive experience in which I could explore my role in the community and 

soundscape, as well as appreciate the roles of others who defined the space. Overall, I 

defined the soundscape as highly vibrant, pleasant, and somewhat chaotic (mostly due 

to the nature of various overlapping conversations and the occasional planes which 

would fly overhead).  

In comparison, my soundwalk with the Apple Airpods Pro headphones in noise 

cancellation mode disconnected me from that sense of community. While I could 

somewhat hear human or natural sound sources, the distortion cause by the smaller 

spectrum ranges felt like a barrier to connection. Some of the higher frequencies 

continued to cut through the noise cancellation, which aligns with the two prior 

experiences of soundwalking with this mediated experience; however, in moments 
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where there was a lull in people walking nearby, the soundscape became extremely 

quiet. In these moments I could only hear my breath and movement which felt 

dissociative and jarring. I had experimented closing my eyes in these moments and I 

noted how easily I was able to tune in to my internal dialogue, to feel removed from this 

location and focus on things that I had to do in the day. This sentiment aligned with 

Apple’s promises to allow you to maintain focus and be fully tuned in to the desired 

personal soundscape (see Figure 5 and 8). In this mediated soundscape, the land, 

nonhuman agents, and others inhabiting it, disappeared, leaving sonic space for only my 

thoughts. I primarily described this noise cancelling soundscape as somewhat pleasant, 

very calm, and uneventful – the act of turning inward prompted a focus on breath which 

was meditative. Ultimately, I noted that the headphones provided some comfort as it 

removed the interruptive sounds of the planes overhead; however, they also resulted in 

a heightened feeling of disconnection. When switching to transparency mode I 

experienced a lull in people and was able to distinctly hear various bird calls. 

Occasionally the headphones would produce a static sound when my hair would brush 

against the air pods (a new experience as this was the first time soundwalking with my 

hair down). In transparency mode I noticed many human-made sounds when people 

were walking nearby, a fair number of natural sounds in the moments of silence, and 

occasionally traffic / planes in the distant background. Ultimately, I described this 

mediated listening experience as pleasant (more so than with the noise cancellation), 

calm, and vibrant. While it did not make the experience of listening any more 

comfortable, I did feel as though it provided some sort of barrier. 

My last and final soundwalk was with Bose’s 700 Noise Cancelling headphones. 

When I performed this soundwalk there were significantly less people on the trails due to 

the shift in the time of day. This resulted in moderate levels of human made sounds and 

very little traffic or natural made sounds. Due to less sounds in the vicinity, I was able to 

hear a small rattle of the headphones if I walked with too much force. Visually I was able 

to see the environment and people talking nearby, but the headphones created a sonic 

bubble, rendering their conversations barely audible and thus they were sonically 

erased. When people passed, I could just barely hear their voices; however, they did 

sound distorted due to a wide range of frequencies which were removed in the noise 

cancellation process. Any birds or discerning sounds which would help to identify the 

land as Pacific Spirit Park were removed. With that said, I note that the headphones 
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created a bit of comfort in developing my own personal sonic space, but this caused me 

to feel highly disconnected from community and land. In sum, I described this 

soundscape as mostly pleasant, and uneventful, yet calm. In transparency mode I was 

able to hear more human made sounds and conversations which nearly dominated the 

soundscape, as well as many natural sounds. One notable difference with this 

experience in transparency mode was that some sounds were amplified, so that I could 

hear them beyond my line of sight. For example, I was able to hear someone walking 

along the gravel path as they continued into the distance. Overall, I considered this 

transparent mediated soundscape to be pleasant, calm, and vibrant. Soundwalking with 

Bose’s transparency mode did not create any heightened sense of comfort, and I felt it 

caused a moderate amount of disconnection. 

5.6. Comparing all Soundwalks, Advertisements, and 
“Reality” 

As outlined within each section, the processes of soundwalking granted me a 

new perspective on noise cancelling technology and some of the key marketing 

ideologies positioned by each brand. I will use this subsection to consider some of the 

other promises suggested within the CDA analysis in relation to both brands and the 

soundwalking experiences. Bose in particular had expressed themes of individuality, 

focus, and comfort throughout their advertisements, all of which I was able to experience 

and reflect upon during or following the soundwalks. To reiterate, individuality was 

prioritized in the advertisements through descriptors such as ‘hear what you want’, 

developing an ‘empty stage’, and visualizing this experience through a shallow depth of 

field in pictures and videos. During my three soundwalks with Bose’s noise cancelling 

headphones, I note that I was able to experience the form of isolation promised to their 

headphone users. During my unmediated soundwalk in the city I was overwhelmed by 

the traffic and number of people. This feeling can be attributed both to my anxiety 

around loud environments, but also the feeling of being surrounded by numerous people 

after having been primarily isolated during the pandemic. Thus, the use of Bose’s noise 

cancelling headphones in this location prompted feelings of comfort by creating what felt 

like additional space between myself and other individuals. Similarly, while the 

descriptors ‘hear what you want, not what you don’t’ demonstrate the headphones’ 

ability in creating a pocket of silence, the description implies a malleability that I found 
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lacking in the machine. Specifically, the phase noise-cancellation acts as a reduction of 

all sounds. In this case, individuality, and the ability to ‘hear what you want’ applies only 

to the content you choose for your headphones and not the specificity of sounds you 

wish to hear at large. During my soundwalk on the Stanley Park seawall I also noted that 

it felt odd to be staring at a serene landscape unable to hear some of the notable 

soundmarks of that environment. I related this experience to the Bose ad in Figure 2 in 

that I was surrounded by a physically beautiful environment, but I had created a personal 

bubble of sonic control. The only malleability granted to the user was transparency mode 

which, although I could hear certain sounds come through the headphones, the feeling 

of wearing headphones still created a sense of isolation in that people around me would 

see the device being worn and understand this to be an extension of a desire to be left 

alone. The transition from noise cancellation to transparency mode felt as though I had 

become an observer in the space, aware of conversations and visual cues around me 

while existing within my own bubble.  

Bose’s advertisements also promised a greater sense of ‘focus’, primarily 

intended for a working environment which I do not simulate but could also be applied to 

experiences of increased mental focus and clarity by reducing sonic ‘distractions’. During 

my soundwalks with Bose’s headphones, I had written that the reduction of all sounds 

had allowed me to hear my own sounds (particularly breath) and thoughts more clearly, 

which caused me to mentally separate from the environment. During my soundwalk 

within Vancouver’s seawall and in the city centre, I had noted that my breath and 

footsteps seemed to dominate the noise-cancelling sonic environment. In this case, my 

attention was brought towards my internal soundscape, allowing me to focus on 

regulating breathing, stepping in rhythm, and to work through any thoughts or goals I 

had for the day; however, the lack of exterior sounds meant that I was solely focused on 

my personal interests rather than how I existed within the communal space. At times 

during each of my soundwalks with Bose’s headphones, I had noted that I closed my 

eyes, and I felt highly disconnected from the location. This disconnection from all exterior 

noise or sound signals meant that my focus could be on whatever was centre stage in 

my internal dialogue. During a few moments in my soundwalks, I noticed that my mind 

would begin to wander, to question certain experiences or add another item to the list of 

things I had to do that day, removing my attention from the environment. I would say that 

this experience demonstrates their promise in action – my attention was now free from a 
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communal focus or what the brands considered to be additional distractions, and I was 

able to reorder this attention on any specific goal I had in mind. I had suddenly become 

disconnected from the environment and people around me. 

In terms of Bose’s promise of comfort, I did find this experience to be comforting 

in that I had a solution to noise-related anxieties which I experienced during my city 

soundwalk in particular. During the city soundwalk I noted the comfort that accompanied 

the soothing sounds of noise-cancelling traffic which, when masked with the anti-noise 

reverse signals, sounded like waves gently crashing on shore or the white noise of a 

sleep machine. Between these waves I experienced pockets of silence which I found 

relaxing and meditative. The lack of noise allowed me to focus on breath, and the 

soundwalk became more of a breathwork meditative inner listening experience. While 

the reduction of noise was comforting in the city, the similar reduction of sounds 

prompted a nervous reaction during my Stanley Park seawall soundwalk. Here I noted 

that the lack of sound created an eerie environment in which I felt greater discomfort 

through this disconnection. This similar sense of discomfort appeared during part of my 

forest soundwalk with noise cancellation where I noted that I felt very out of place in that 

environment, specifically considering the emotional and spiritual dimensions of 

connection. The trail was quite busy, and I could see people laughing, sharing stories, 

and enjoying their run or walk. I could see bonds being formed, communities interacting, 

and a shared appreciation for the natural environment. From within my sonic bubble, I 

felt like I was observing these connections while existing in isolation. Overall, I found this 

soundwalk to be the most uncomfortable while wearing Bose’s headphones as it 

prompted feelings of loneliness and separation. 

Comparatively, Apple’s discourse throughout their website promoted key themes 

of focus, control, and the sense of a magical experience. The experience of focus 

echoed similar processes compared to Bose’s headphones. The removal of many 

sounds granted me space to prioritize my internal monologue and breathwork. In the 

case of Apple’s Airpods Pro, I could hear more high frequency sounds. This is because 

their headphones are in-ear designs which means that there is no additional padding, an 

important design element best used for blocking out higher frequencies (Narahari & 

Pandey, 2003). Since the higher frequencies do cut through the soundscape at times, I 

was able to hear occasional bird call or the high-pitched squeal of car brakes. While this 

disconnection did allow for more sonic space to focus my thoughts on what I would like 
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to prioritize, the reduction of low frequency sounds in these headphones became a 

dangerous tool at points. Apple’s Airpods Pro effectively remove all low frequency 

sounds – sounds that are often tied to moving vehicles and industrialization (Berglund et 

al., 1996). There were 2 moments throughout my Airpods Pro mediated soundwalks 

where I was unaware of people running around me and unaware of cars while crossing 

the street. This hyper-focus is actualized very well in that it has the ability to completely 

remove an individual from the space, becoming unaware of others around them.  

Apple similarly promises control at the hands of the user, allowing them to control 

the sound source they have chosen to listen to while also being able to toggle between 

full noise cancellation and transparency mode. While the controllable experience of 

picking your desired content is presumably easy to use (although not explored in my 

soundwalks), the transitions between noise cancellation and transparency mode allow 

for some controllable adjustments. Much like Bose, there is no ability to adjust specific 

frequencies, but there are ranges in transparency mode. In fact, I found the full 

transparency mode replicated unmediated listening so well that I forgot I was wearing 

headphones at times, truly experiencing Apple’s promise of allowing things to sound and 

feel natural (Figure 7).  

The final theme that Apple promises is a magical experience. Throughout the 

CDA analysis, I noted that Apple aims to position their brand as a luxury item (striking 

white and black colour schemes while the headphones take center stage), and one that 

denotes a sense of magic through its simple yet effective processes. As an owner of an 

iPhone, I was able to experience the ease of use when putting in the headphones and 

seeing an automatic connection to my phone where, if desired, I could choose any music 

or sound media. However, I am also familiar with Bluetooth items and the connection to 

my phone is not an experience that feels highly magical, but rather simple and 

straightforward with most Bluetooth technology. The ‘magical’ experience I encountered 

was the feeling as though I wasn’t wearing headphones at times. During the noise 

cancelling portion of my soundwalks this experience felt disorienting as I could see many 

sounding objects, unable to hear them, but I also couldn’t feel the headphones as 

obtrusively in my ear as I had imagined. During my shift to transparency mode within all 

3 of my soundwalks, I noted that I didn’t feel as though there was any mediation taking 

place.  
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Overall, Bose and Apple have prioritized neoliberal ideologies which are 

prominent when the technology is used. While a comparison between the two brands 

has helped me to formulate a wider conceptualization of noise-cancelling headphones 

across companies, the purpose of this thesis is not to compare the two brands. Instead, I 

utilize the two brands in this section to consider the neoliberal themes across 

advertisements and to test the embodied logics which are prominent through various 

means within the noise-cancelling machines.  

Having considered my experience in relation to the advertisements, I wish to use 

the rest of this chapter to discuss my critical listening positionality and spatial 

intersubjectivity which highly contributed to my soundwalking methodology and sonic 

analysis. I use this section to consider the colonial control of noise-cancelling 

headphones juxtaposed to Anishinaabe practices of listening, as well as my spiritual and 

emotional connection to community, land, and kin while performing these various 

soundwalks. 

5.7. Considering Embodied Listening, Spatial 
Intersubjectivity, and Positionality 

While all of these soundscapes offered the actualization of these promises in one 

way or another, I also aimed to approach these soundscapes from Anishinaabe and 

Indigenous perspectives (Gross, 2014; LaDuke, 2016; Simpson, 2011) to consider my 

emotional and spiritual connection to place as well as my positionality within the 

environment. As outlined in my soundwalk study detail, I engage in these decolonial 

soundwalking methods by prioritizing moments for sonic reflection without data 

collection, by questioning my positionality as a guest on the land, by considering 

nonhuman subjects, and by prioritizing emotional and spiritual understandings of space; 

however, I also aim to consider the ways in which I engage in this listening practice as a 

hungry listener. During each of my soundwalks I had approached listening as both a way 

to collect data and as a method in which to simply exist within the soundscape, to 

consider land as speaker and listener without worrying about analyzing the sounds that 

occurred or identifying the sounding object. This section will speak to the moments of 

embodied engagement and will prioritize the emotional and spiritual understandings 

which I have briefly discussed in the sections prior. I will use this space to engage with 

understanding my critical listening positionality and my hungry listening habits as a self-
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reflexive tool and decolonial practice aimed at denaturalizing entrained Western and 

colonial sensory behaviours and understandings. 

To begin, I’d like to discuss my approach to soundwalking in and among various 

spaces in the city of Vancouver. As an uninvited guest on the traditional territories of the 

Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh nations, I found myself searching for 

understandings, actively trying to sift through colonial soundmarks to consider the 

Indigenous voices which resonate within these spaces. In choosing to perform these 

soundwalks within this land, I am aware that these spaces do not provide access to a 

number of decolonial considerations. For example, many of these points of contact do 

not typically provide a place to exchange with local Indigenous nations. Thus, throughout 

my soundwalks, I am confronted with the lack of contacts for this form of exchange and 

consider my own heritage as it has sensitized me to consider these questions and 

relationships. Likewise, each of the locations have become a leisure or tourist location: 

Downtown Vancouver being a hub for transportation and capitalism, Stanley Park 

seawall being a notable tourist destination within the city, and Pacific Spirit Park hosting 

a number of hiking trails. These locations, although all rooted within Indigenous lands 

and nations, are obscuring this relationship through the lens of tourism and leisure. Each 

of these spots have been created as a part of settler societies, built within and around 

green space while commodifying these locations as primary tourist sites. As I explore 

each location, I find myself questioning how to engage in the space outside of these 

colonial trappings. Within the city centre, I tried to actively avoid looking into any store 

front, maintaining my visual focus to the ground or the street in front of me in an effort to 

limit my engagement within the colonial aims of this space. By focusing solely on audible 

cues and limiting any visual engagement, I aim to disconnect from the touristic gaze of 

this land, to try and connect to the energetic and spiritual dimensions that exist beyond 

the visual signage. During my walk on the Stanley Park seawall and the Pacific Spirit 

Park trail, I aim to consider the nonhuman agents who vastly occupy the space, 

considering how the birds and trees interact and find home within this colonial 

obstruction.  

Likewise, I find it important to outline the extent to which I reproduce what I 

critique, addressing the ways in which I am a hungry listener. I consider Robinson’s 

observation that “the listening continuum has historically been consigned to a framework 

wherein one is listening well if one is able to capture the content of what is spoken, or 
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the ‘fact’ of musical form and structure” (Robinson, 2020, p. 38). To consider this 

dimension of my hungry listening, I acknowledge my reliance on capturing and relaying 

validity in describing my sonic environments. Particularly, I perform this work as a 

graduate student within a research methodology, listening within these parameters of 

study; I utilize a variety of methods to detail my observations to ensure clarity, and to 

‘capture’ the soundscape within my experience via written analysis. In this sense, I am 

‘hungry’ for sonic content through research. The methods through which I listen are 

highly informed by my positionality as graduate student and I aim to develop an analysis 

that feels absolute and valid. Similarly, I consider myself to be a hungry listener in that I 

fall into the traps of believing in moments that I have access to all sonic context of the 

land. During soundwalks, I shared my ability to engage and disengage with certain sonic 

markers or locations, and I discuss how I envision certain relationships forming within 

these moments. This is driven by a perception that I have an awareness of these 

soundscapes in all that they offer, and that I am able to connect to these relationships; 

however, this is a colonial view as I must remember that I am an uninvited guest on this 

land and have limited access to sonic knowledge in this space. Finally, I believe my 

desire for some sort of embodied relational connection may have contributed to my 

existence as a hungry listener. I was hungry for connection and thus consume the world 

in ways of analysis, searching for sounds that aligned with my understandings and 

perceptions. While I aim to be self-reflexive and question these moments, something I 

will continue to do in this chapter, I recognize that this desire is fueled by a hunger. 

Hunger for connection, hunger for validity, hunger for sonic knowledge. In contrast, I do 

believe that my ability to remove these headphones from their intent of absence and to 

engage in their use during a present soundwalk is one way that I actively try to subvert 

hungry listening through my soundwalks with technological mediation; however, these 

aforementioned examples demonstrate the ways in which I enact and embody a hungry 

listener in various forms. I mention these moments to bring awareness to my limitations 

and to remain accountable as listener and research. With that said, I remain self-

reflexive of my role in these moments, all of which I detail in the remainder of this 

section. 

During my technologically unmediated soundwalks I allowed my ears to guide 

me, and thus I chose to follow certain sounds that sparked curiosity, to question, and to 

form connections with the space around me. I found myself actively pursuing natural 
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sound sources, searching for forms of dialogue that exist outside of spoken language, 

perhaps driven by the hunger for connection. During my soundwalk within the city I was 

engulfed by the sounds of industrialization and neoliberalism: construction, vehicles, 

stores beginning to open, and people rushing to get to work. An awareness of these 

sounds prompted a conscious consideration of the contribution that I make within the 

soundscape as well as the impact that listening has on how I approach my space. As I 

walked through the city centre, primarily driven by the emotional experience of anxiety in 

noisy urban space, my sounds embodied this emotion – my breath unsteady, and my 

footsteps rushed and uneven - and the space responded accordingly. The hum of traffic 

and individuals rushing encouraged my interactions within the space to be mimetic. I felt 

my footsteps increasing in speed during the waves of traffic and decreasing to a slower 

pace in the pockets of solitude between the noise. This reactionary response to the 

soundscape demonstrates an embodied relationship with colonial trappings of the city 

environment. This subtle shift in my interaction with my environment also demonstrates 

an embodied experience of synergy, an exchange of life forces (Sium & Ritskes, 2013). I 

became connected to the soundscape within which I was positioned, moving and flowing 

with the waves of energy that accompanied attentive listening and sonic creation. 

Throughout my soundwalk I aimed to resist this colonial desire of speed and erasure 

embodied through fast moving spaces by working to consciously slow my pace; 

however, I noted that this felt unnatural. In this moment, I remember feeling the colonial 

control that a fast-moving city centre could have on my interactions with the 

environment, encouraging me to rush through the soundscape and increase in speed to 

meet the expectations that accompanied this location.   

In comparison, during my technologically unmediated soundwalk on Stanley 

Park’s seawall, I was particularly drawn to the bird calls which bounced across the 

waves and provided a contextual story to the space which I now occupied. Their calls 

and observations granted me valuable knowledge, alerting me of fish that remained just 

out of reach below the surface and drawing my attention to the waves being pulled out to 

the ocean in low tide. Here I found myself similarly syncing my breathe and pace with 

the waves gently crashing against the stone wall; however, in this location, the mimetic 

response and dialogue was not driven by anxiety and rushed emotional expectations of 

the colonial city but rather it felt as though it was formed through a sense of respect and 

reciprocity embodied by calmness. Stanley Park Seawall is surrounded by roads which 
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allow for cars to drive parallel to the walking path, a soundscape which could become a 

focus if I shifted my attention to the tourist markers and trolleys that embody the space. 

Instead, the lapping waves became a primary focal point, bringing awareness to the 

nonhuman agents that develop the soundscape. Again, a connection through spirit and 

movement helped to position me within the waves of sounds both human-made and 

natural.  

With that said, reflecting upon my observations of my breath and footsteps in 

sync with the crashing waves or tracing the flows of traffic in the city core, I am drawn to 

question the years of musical training that encourage me to view rhythm as energetic 

connection. In moments where I found myself rhythmically aligned with the waves, I note 

the sense of a spiritual and emotional bond that emerges as I envision and embody a 

dialogue between myself and the waves. This encourages me to consider a set of 

questions: Why does rhythm feel energetically aligned in my experience? How do my 

years of musical training impact my perception of this emotional and spiritual 

relationship? I found calmness and serenity in these moments, and it is important to 

note, I did not actively try to subvert this reaction while walking as it provided a sense of 

comfort and felt spiritually energetic. Considering my critical listening positionality in this 

moment of reflection, I am highly aware that these colonial forms of music training have 

greatly impacted how I perceive environmental harmony as a rhythmic alignment and 

dissonance or a lack of rhythm to be indicative of a miscommunication. Ultimately, this 

awareness demonstrates the power of my positionality in impacting how I engage with 

and experience the soundscape. In essence, although this soundwalk was performed 

unmediated without headphones, it is important to note that each soundwalk is always 

mediated by my listening positionality which informs how I engage with the space and 

sonic markers.  

In comparison, my technologically unmediated soundwalk within the forest was 

very lively and vibrant. The trails were full of people searching for an activity that was 

safe with COVID regulations in place. Although I could barely discern the sounds of birds 

or wind in the background, the various conversations and the number of dogs 

accompanying their owners on a daily walk, prompted a strong connection to the human 

centric community. This was especially amplified due to the lack of community 

engagement activities available during strict isolation measures. Again, in this note I 

consider my critical listening positionality and my desire to find meaning in and among 
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conversation. Although this was not necessarily the most calming environment with a 

collection of loud conversations, the laughter and moments for communal connection 

made by passing individuals helped me to feel present and connected to the people 

inhabiting this land. Within this space, I was also acutely aware of the sound sources 

that are missing due to a loss of ecology and mass neoliberal ventures for capital growth 

and accumulation. UBC’s Pacific Spirit Park used to contain large diameter trees, 

exemplified by the large stumps that can be seen along the trails, providing clear 

evidence of the old growth forests that may have remained and the ramifications of 

logging (Sutherland, 2012). The results of logging continue to impact the diversity of the 

environment and demonstrate a loss of old growth forests and their diverse ecosystems. 

I am left wondering what sounds may have been present if these trees were not cut 

down. I am curious as to the stories that are embedded in the ground and the roots of 

these large tree stumps which remain firmly planted in the land. How do I, as a human 

listener, contribute to the longevity of these stories? A glimpse of the park’s landscape 

and an awareness of the soundscape prompt many questions of histories that I may 

never know and communities whose spirits intermingle within the space.  

In sum, throughout each of the 3 unmediated soundwalks, I noted some sense of 

connection to spirit, land, community, and synergetic flows of energy. This sense of 

connection offered a glimpse into emotional bonds that cannot be measured by 

identifying sounds and categorical scalable relationship, but instead are felt as ripples 

that permeate throughout a soundscape by acknowledging people, animals, or nature’s 

rhythms, and participating in this communal creation and understanding. I was not solely 

an observer of the soundscape, but was able to become a creator and supporter, 

uplifting and interacting with the voices of land and nature. 

Comparatively, the use of noise cancelling headphones throughout my 

soundwalks allowed me to explore the experience of an absent relationship to 

soundscape, or a neoliberal subject in action. My choice to perform an unmediated 

soundwalk before utilizing Bose’s and Apple’s headphones was to consider my 

emotional connection to land and community, to better understand the invisible 

connections that I could feel before exploring how this connection may be affected when 

mediated. During my city soundwalk with Bose and Apple headphones I found myself 

beginning to prioritize sound signals through sight yet being unable to hear them within 

their context. In these moments, I began to engage with the colonial capitalist goals of 
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the space, looking for sound signals in nearby stores and retail locations. After a few 

minutes of walking with these headphones, I began to slowly drift from a mindful 

awareness of the space in which I was occupying. Instead, I was creating my own self-

contained rhythm, and I was able to focus my attention on my current state of being. I 

noted with both mediated listening processes in noise cancellation mode, that I 

experienced an increase in comfort (due to the focus remaining solely on my breathing), 

yet I also experienced a heightened sense of disconnection as I was not situated within 

the broader context of the soundscape; here the technology promotes a colonial view of 

individuality as primary importance. In comparison, the mediated soundwalks on Stanley 

Park’s seawalls echoed a similar notion of a slight increase in comfort due to the ability 

to control my listening focus, but a large increase in a sense of disconnection. In this 

space, the birds and waves became distant background sounds, as I was made to 

prioritize my breath and footsteps as a foreground to my personal soundscape. Finally, 

this similar trend is echoed in the soundwalk performed in the forest. While the noise 

cancelling headphones offer a moderate increase in comfort, they contribute to a larger 

sense of disconnection. Although I was able to erase any planes or distant traffic, I also 

could see bonds being formed but felt out of reach with the trail’s community. 

Collaboratively, all 6 soundwalks performed within noise cancellation mode encouraged 

me to prioritize the individual over the communal, to focus on my own experience, and to 

prioritize sonic erasure to develop a sense of individual comfort. 

In considering my observations and emotional connections to the space, the 

context of this technology as a neoliberal tool is further exemplified. A colonial goal of 

erasure is demonstrated through the sonic erasure of community, removing all shared 

social connection. While wearing the headphones, I became oblivious to those around 

me, and the sonic community was replaced with an emphasis on the individual. 

Similarly, I experienced erasure of notable sounds, many of which helped me to 

understand the specific environment. The lack of soundmarks or keynote sounds 

resulted in a reduced ability to discern my location. Finally, by creating a bubble in which 

I was encouraged to turn inwards, I was left to formulate my own knowledge and 

understanding of space. This push towards individual perspectives encourages a 

disconnection from the Indigenous communities and nonhuman agents whose land I 

occupied. Ultimately this erased not only a greater understanding of the communities, 

but also the knowledge that comes from listening to animals, land, and water to unearth 
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knowledge embedded within these environments. The machine performed its function of 

designing individuality and crafting a greater sense of focus, encouraging the user to 

define their own sense of sonic environments. Both companies provided a reduction of 

all sounds in their noise cancelling process, demonstrating the ideology that noise is 

anything that exists exterior to a person’s internal soundscape or desired focus. While I 

do not consider the crashing waves or sounds of seagulls to be noise, the machine 

suggests otherwise. While I consider a friendly wave or hello to be indicative of a 

community bond, the machine works to prioritize individual focus, granting the option to 

transition to the communal when desired. The soundscape is controllable in that I can 

allow some sounds into my personal soundscape through transparency mode, but the 

machine primarily works to erase and replace. This action is a colonial and neoliberal 

venture, one which prioritizes the collection and “re-arrangement, re-presentation, and 

re-distribution” (Smith, 2012, p. 65) of Indigenous cultures, peoples, and land.  

Listening both within and outside of technology has allowed me to explore the 

promises made by Bose and Apple. While the use of noise cancelling headphones did 

provide comfort in the sense that my focus could remain on my own individual 

experience, much like a meditative walk, it demonstrated an embedded ideology and 

prioritization of a neoliberal society, one embodied by absent relationships and individual 

consumer technologies. The individual becomes the focal point, and any communal 

space or nonhuman agent was deemed unimportant.  

This chapter has worked to bridge the analysis of Bose & Apple’s marketing 

ideologies described in the CDA chapter alongside an autoethnographic research 

process. It has demonstrated the vast range of sounds tied to 3 different soundscapes 

and the varying experiences that come from listening both mediated and unmediated. 

This chapter has aimed to consider the data collected by addressing the sounds and 

scaled experiences, while also considering emotional and spiritual connection to place – 

it has done this to demonstrate the ties between acoustic ecology research and 

Anishinaabe perspectives on listening. It has outlined comparisons between the CDA 

chapter and soundwalking observations in section 5.6. Finally, the subsection 5.7 has 

worked to consider the extent to which I embody the hungry listener and to outline the 

emotional and spiritual connections tied to the soundwalking experience. It has 

compared these decolonial understandings to neoliberal ideologies and colonial 



121 

techniques, situating personal experience within the frameworks of neoliberalism, 

indigeneity, presence, absence, erasure, and control. 
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Chapter 6.  
 
Conclusion 

Overall, this thesis has worked to consider political ideologies embedded in 

consumer technologies, utilizing Bose’s NC 700 and Apple’s Airpods Pro as case 

studies in examining the formation of the neoliberal subject as well as interventions for 

listening in context with Anishinaabe and Indigenous literature. I have performed this 

research to question and disrupt colonial thinking, in all its forms, in the everyday 

technological practices and devices we use. 

Ultimately, I trust that this thesis has also worked to identify the dangerous 

impact of this technology as demonstrative of individualized solutions to larger systemic 

issues of noise pollution. The production of noise cancelling headphones as an 

individual solution to unlivable or ‘distracting’ communal spaces is symptomatic of a 

structural problem. By positioning this issue as an individual problem worthy of individual 

solutions, users are encouraged to enact personal sonic borders and self-regulate 

through these technologies. This only further creates divides among populations unable 

to financially access these tools, designing livable sonic spaces for the wealthy, while 

also promoting societal absence from this structural problem. What I hope to have 

encouraged through this thesis is a consideration of the importance of a society of 

presence, one that is aware of this structural problem that the technology cloaks as 

individual, and one that demands a solution beyond these individual tools. An awareness 

of these sonic structural issues may help to circumvent the neoliberal ideologies of 

isolation and individuality that these brands promote, ideally encouraging users to 

demand sonic solutions that emerge beyond individual perception and instead target the 

issues of noise pollution at their core. 

In considering what I have worked to prove in this paper, I wish to conclude my 

thesis with a statement by Mack Hagood, whose work also explores noise cancelling 

technologies: 

 “The purpose of listening to our own listening as a social practice is not to 

pre-emptively condemn technologies such as noise cancellation, but 

instead to learn when we use them, why we use them, and what kinds of 

social amplifications and reductions result” (Hagood, 2019, p.197).  
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While I have outlined a range of ways in which the technology functions as a 

branch of neoliberal ideology and colonial power through its technological processing 

and discourse, the purpose of this paper is not to condemn the noise-cancelling 

headphone user. Instead, I hope that this piece has granted you, the reader, a unique 

consideration of the effects of personal soundscape design, neoliberal ideologies, and 

political technologies. Ultimately, my goal is that this thesis works to advance the 

intersections of technological studies and sound studies research with Indigenous theory 

and storytelling. By exploring the sonic world through the lens of indigeneity, we will be 

able to uncover many stories, sounds, and changes that have shaped the environment 

and our sonic relationships. New stories are waiting to be told and a shift in how we view 

consumer technology, neoliberal ideologies, and sound studies research may allow for 

these hidden experiences and understandings to begin sounding.  

6.1. Further Research 

As a new scholar to the field of technological research and sound studies, I hope 

to continue to explore the intersections of mediated listening and Indigenous 

perspectives in these fields. If I were able to continue to explore this idea in PhD work, I 

hope to integrate Indigenous voices and stories into my understanding of listening 

practices, while also strengthening connections with my band. I hope to position 

Indigenous voices at the forefront of acoustic ecology work and technological studies. 

Simultaneously, I have hopes to develop a multi-media visual and listening research 

project in which the individual is confronted with comparative experiences of presence 

and absence via virtual soundwalking with the artificial experience of noise cancelling 

headphones versus unmediated listening practice. I would also be interested in further 

exploring the role of user and city, questioning how big data is integrated into these 

methods of surveillance and how the role of the citizen is tightly bound to personalized 

smart noise-cancelling technology. In most recent contexts, the evolution of personalized 

listening during the pandemic, a time in which we have seen individuals prioritize 

communal experience where possible, could be another point of consideration – how do 

moments of fear and isolation prompt individuals to prioritize community? While Bose 

and Apple demonstrate the perceived process of control and comfort through the 

isolation of the individual from their sonic environment, ultimately these machines echo 
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larger issues of absence in which the individual is made to prioritize their own comfort 

over community.  

Finally, by presenting this connection through my work, I hope that I am able to 

spark conversations considering the limitations of neoliberal logics and colonial 

techniques which permeate new media technologies. While a reversal or removal of 

these ideologies is likely impossible, and not quite the goal in mind, the question 

remains, how do we move forward with our current social, political, and economic 

contexts? How do we move forward with these types of colonizing tools, to utilize them 

in decolonial ways? Instead of a complete rejection of these technologies, it is up to the 

scholars, artists, students, and users, to redefine their use. The shift is not centered 

around how we get rid of this neoliberal control, but rather, how we adjust our use of this 

technology to be a tool that serves our societies of presence.  
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Appendix A.  
 
Blank Questionnaires 

A.1. Questionnaire (Without Headphones) 

Date & Time: 

Location:  

Weather: 

Pre-Soundwalk: 

1. To what extent do you think you will hear the following types of sounds?  

     Do Not               Dominates 

   Hear at All              Completely 

 

Traffic   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Construction  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Nature  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Humans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

2. How do you expect to feel on your soundwalk today? What emotions are you bringing 

into the experience? (ex. annoyance, pleasure, tranquility, frustration, etc.) 

Expectations: 

 

Current Emotions: 

 

3. Are there any other expectations you have for soundwalking in _____________? 
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During Soundwalk: 

1. Take notes on key sounds occurring in the space and shifts in emotional experience 

 

 

Post Soundwalk: 

1. Which sounds did you hear on your soundwalk? How did this compare to your 

expectations? 

 

 

 

2. To what extent did you hear the following types of sounds? 

Do Not               Dominates 

Hear at All             Completely 

Traffic   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Construction  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Nature  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Humans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

3. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the soundscape is:  

Strongly                Strongly 

Disagree                 Agree 

Pleasant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Chaotic  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Calm  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Vibrant  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Uneventful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Overwhelming 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

4. What was surprising or unexpected?  
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A.2. Questionnaire (With Headphones) 

Date & Time: 

Location / Atmosphere:  

Weather: 

Headphones Used:  

 

Pre-Soundwalk: 

1. Which emotions do you expect to feel on your soundwalk today? What emotions are 

your bringing into the experience? 

Expectations: 

 

 

Current Emotions: 

 

 

2. To what extent do you expect to hear the following types of sounds in noise 

cancellation mode? 

Do Not               Dominates 

Hear at All              Completely 

Traffic   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Construction  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Nature  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Humans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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3. To what extent do you expect to hear the following types of sounds in full 

transparency mode? 

Do Not               Dominates 

Hear at All              Completely 

Traffic   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Construction  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Nature  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Humans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

During Soundwalk: 

1. Take notes on key sounds occurring in the space and shifts in emotional experience 

 

Post Soundwalk: 

1. To what extend did you hear the following types of sounds: traffic noise, construction, 

natural sounds, sounds of individuals?  

Do Not               Dominates 

Hear at All              Completely 

Traffic   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Construction  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Nature  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Humans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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2. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the soundscape is: pleasant, chaotic, 

calm, vibrant, uneventful, overwhelming?  

Strongly                Strongly 

Disagree                 Agree 

Pleasant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Chaotic  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Calm  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Vibrant  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Uneventful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Overwhelming 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

3. To what extent did the soundwalk with headphones create more comfort or 

disconnection?  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  

Disconnected         Comfortable 

 

4. What was surprising or unexpected? Use back of page. 
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Appendix B.  
 
Filled Questionnaires 

B.1. City Soundwalk: No Headphones 
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B.2. City Soundwalk: Bose Headphones 
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B.3. City Soundwalk: Apple Airpods Pro 
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B.4. Seawall Soundwalk: No Headphones 
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B.5. Seawall Soundwalk: Bose Headphones 
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B.6. Seawall Soundwalk: Apple Airpods Pro 
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B.7. Forest Soundwalk: No Headphones 

 



158 
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B.8. Forest Soundwalk: Bose Headphones 
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B.9. Forest Soundwalk: Apple Airpods Pro 
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