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Throughout its history, the relationship of cinema with sound has been a realm of intrigue 

for not only spectators and listeners, but also scholars of multiple disciplines.  Such critical 

engagement has circulated around the two fields’ complementary developments, which have at 

times been both divergent and convergent, while often still embodying a resistant strain in such 

surrounding structures despite the consistently nascent ability of sound to permeate a multiplicity 

of broad discourses.  While much of the earliest examined cinematic works have typically been 

described as silent films, even the theoretical conception of silence within this experience is at 

best, troublesome.  Since the mid-twentieth century, certain artists such as John Cage have 

articulated a theoretical impossibility of silence in works such as 4’33, while others such as the 

economist Jacques Attali have situated that the only plausible innate formation of silence is in 

death itself (3).  With these factors in mind, the complexity of sound in cinema, particularly that 

of an enhanced nature is an area still in need of further exploration and development. 

 Through the employment of an interdisciplinary framework, this discussion will explore 

potential avenues of sociopolitical engagement through both present and hypothetical methods 

and applications of enhanced cinema with the overarching aim to explicate how such 

applications are unified through the presence of sound to reveal not only aspects of experience, 

but to also impart and illuminate potentially overlooked avenues of transformative possibilities. 

By undertaking such a task to explore how the attributes of sound have spread throughout this 

circuitry of the visual, we must embark upon a re-examination of the unseen.  This will be 

executed by first by examining the cultural significance of sound, and then utilizing this 

framework to demonstrate how concepts of sound are particularly relevant to the realm of 

enhanced cinema through theoretical conceptions such as the acousmatic.  Through this 

constructed framework of possibility, potential avenues of activism and resistance will be 



explored through applications of voice, music and more abstract notions sound in its most basic 

formulations.  By exploring such avenues, this discussion will also explore further into the 

practices of theorists and artists exploring notions of queer identity through futuristic cinematic 

applications of sonic agency.  

Prior to exploring the relationship of sound to cinema in any of its formulations, it is 

important to first examine the foundations for such transformative critical discourses.  With this 

stated, if we are to seriously engage with sound as a medium of agency within cinema, one is 

inclined to invoke the foundational arguments from Jacques Attali’s seminal work Noise, which 

proclaimed new sociopolitical possibilities for sound; a discourse which Brian Massumi perhaps 

best summarized: 

[Attali] is the first to point out the other possible logical consequence of the 

“reciprocal interaction” model—namely, the possibility of a superstructure to 

anticipate historical developments, to foreshadow new social formations in a 

prophetic and annunciatory way. The argument of Noise is that music, unique 

among the arts for reasons that are themselves overdetermined, has precisely this 

annunciatory vocation; that the music of today stands both as a promise of a new, 

liberating mode of production, and as the menace of a dystopian possibility which 

is that mode of production’s baleful mirror image (qtd in Attali 5). 

For Attali, such acts of sound have not only invaded our world and daily life with 

increasing proximity, but have at the same time also become unavoidable.  Whether or not 

we are consciously aware, he proclaims that “Background noise has become a necessity in 

a current state of existence devoid of meaning” (3). If we are to follow Attali in such a 



conceptual paradigm, sound is not only inescapable, but its disruptive capacity has also 

become a modern harbinger of new social orders. 

Here, an inherent challenge comes into focus when we are to trace such discourse 

into the realm of cinema, both from obvious factors such as the historical dominance of 

the visual subordinating the aural, but also from the very nature of sound, a medium that is 

seemingly both elusive and intangible within the immediate grasp of common articulation.  

Still, significant efforts have been made to overcome these challenges, notably from 

theorists such as Michel Chion, who has utilized the concept of the acousmatic to explore 

such phenomena and its vast circuitry of possibilities.  For Chion:  

Acousmatic sound—that is, sound heard without seeing its source—has 

likewise long since been associated with myth. Whether it’s Jehovah in the 

burning bush or the voice of a hidden master… this undomesticated sound, 

this sound not anchored in a spot that would enclose and confine it, is 

magical or troubling. There is some reason to think that it symbolizes in this 

case the incorporeal double of the body, as “that which is looking for its 

place.” The acousmatic has a name, a theory, and an imaginary. The opposite 

is not the case: seeing without hearing what one should hear, which was a 

phenomenon that held in general with silent films (Sound: An Acoulogical 

Treatise 127). 

The influence of the acousmatic upon Chion is traceable back to his mentor, Pierre Shaeffer, 

an influential composer of the avant garde in France who was largely responsible for the 

development of musique concrète during the mid-twentieth century.  Interestingly, 



Shaeffer’s original embodiment of the term is derived even further back historically, as 

James A. Steintrager has noted: 

When Schaeffer revived the term “acousmatic,” he emphasized its ancient 

provenance and pedigree: traced to the Greek philosopher Pythagoras, who 

supposedly taught from behind a curtain, sensually speaking reduced to a 

voice alone. In Schaeffer’s account, this somewhat contrived pedagogical and 

philosophical position figures a desire to concentrate the pupil’s attention, 

although we might note a certain mystifying potential as well. For Schaeffer, 

however, new media technologies had introduced acousmatic listening as an 

increasingly normal and, in fact, inevitable listening position… To really 

listen to a sound entails ignoring or bracketing, insofar as possible, where 

that sound comes from, what makes it, and why it exists at all, because such 

inferences tend to prejudgment, distraction, and distortion (qtd. in Sound: An 

Acoulogical Treatise 12). 

 Building on Chion, theorist and artist Brandon LaBelle has recently taken the 

concept of the acousmatic and expanded it into the realm of contemporary new media and 

sound studies.  For LaBelle, there is a profound level of sociopolitical discourse and agency 

within the sonic elements of the acousmatic, but only when approached through the proper 

critical context and listening capacities.  In his 2018 publication Sonic Agency, he proclaims 

new possibilities when we exercise the utility of such an application: 

The acousmatic functions as a generative tool, a condition or operation by 

which to undo much of the embedded or reactive impulses that mostly 

support normalizing structures and that return us to what we know. 



Defamiliarizing our perceptions, veiling the relation between signifier and 

signified, asking us to listen again, acousmatic listening becomes a base from 

which to build anew relations to the social and political realities that surround 

particular communities (Sonic Agency: Sound and Emergent Forms of 

Resistance 35). 

For LaBelle, such agency is informed not only through the sonic acts themselves, but 

additionally through the discourse which shapes such acts.  His interest in the aesthetics and 

politics of invisibility is informed by an interdisciplinary framework, which has been 

influenced by the work of the anarchist anthropologist David Graeber, who has proclaimed 

that “It’s precisely from these invisible spaces – invisible, most of all, to power – when the 

potential for insurrection, and the extraordinary social creativity that seems to emerge out of 

nowhere in revolutionary moments, actually comes” (34).  Through such discourse, LaBelle 

utilizes the acousmatic to essentially move beyond normalized interactions; beyond the face, 

beyond the visual, and beyond our ingrained spatialized understandings of appearances that 

wield such uncanny forces of influence in our day-to-day interactions: 

The acousmatic, from my perspective, situates us within a complex space by 

which recognition is shaped less through visual identification and face-to-face 

relation, but rather a concentrated appeal to the listening sense. Who am I then 

within this space of listening, and what is my relation to others?  In what way do 

sonic objects redefine these relationships, and how might they inform our 

understandings of appearance and subjectivity?  Might we consider the 

acousmatic as the basis for a type of ethics, and even politics, one that may 



engage a condition I would characterize as being beyond the face? (Sonic Agency: 

Sound and Emergent Forms of Resistance 33) 

For those such as LaBelle, the acousmatic is essentially a type of generative tool, and regardless 

of which avenue of cinematic or new media space it occupies, it exercises a function or operation 

by which to undo much of the embedded or reactive impulses that mostly support normalizing 

structures and return us to what we know, while additionally working towards de-familiarizing 

our perceptions; providing a base from which to build new relations to the social and political 

realities that surround particular communities (35).  Through such efforts, the overarching theme 

is most often to articulate the invisible as finally visible, thus illuminating the unseen realities at 

play.   

To demonstrate such a conception in practice, LaBelle cites the work of Los Angeles-based 

collective Ultra-red; a group of artists, researchers and organizers from different social 

movements that explore the struggles of migration, anti-racism, participatory community 

development, and the politics of HIV/AIDS.  LaBelle describes their use of sound to essentially 

work within marginalized communities to make visible the invisible, stating: 

Within the context of community work, audio is used as a means for navigating the threat 

of arrest. Yet, Ultra-red’s use of audio goes further than being a strictly functional tool; 

their practice works through the condition of sound, adopting methods and tactics that 

rely upon the experiences we have of listening and of being heard. Listening is mobilized 

as a productive and organizational act. In this context, it becomes not only a question of 

making visible communities often marginalized by social norms or abusive powers, but 

also of putting into question the power structures that force some to appear over others, 

and that require, through a type of ocular pressure, the one announce itself into a space of 



appearance in order to gain access to rights and care, and to political life in general… 

These contestations and contradictions operate as critical platforms by which to gauge the 

struggles aimed at shifting the limits between public and private life. To appear or to be 

visible is never a clear and unquestionable given, rather it is produced according to the 

inherent power dynamics central to the public sphere” (Sonic Agency: Sound and 

Emergent Forms of Resistance 34). 

LaBelle cites a statement from a recent exhibition at the University of Bergen, where Ultra-red 

describes their usage of audio from community workers of a local needle exchange program: 

In order to counter police testimony in the event of an arrest and prosecution, the needle 

exchange workers made extensive audio recordings of their work and encounters with 

law enforcement officials. The decision to use audio rather than video protected the 

anonymity of those who participated in the program. These audio recordings were 

incorporated into Ultra-red’s first compositions and installations… In other words, we 

move beyond the question of whether one is or is not permitted to ‘appear’ within the 

public sphere to an investigation of the contestations and contradictions that produce the 

social geographies constituted by the operations of both visibility and invisibility” 

(In/visibility and the Conditions of Collective Listening).  

While LaBelle and Ultra-red speak of methods to resist normalizing structures, it is 

also important to situate such conceptions of power both culturally and historically.  Our 

day-to-day interactions often engage with notions of ‘normal,’ ‘normality,’ or even 

‘normalcy,’ but such seemingly widespread embedded structures are actually more recent 

historically than some would situate as Ben-Moshe, Nocella, II, and Withers have noted in 

their paper Queer-Cripping Anarchism:  



Normalcy is a relatively new concept, which arose as part of the modernity 

project in 1800-1850 in Western Europe and its North American colonized 

spaces. The word ‘normal’ did not enter the English language until around 

1840. Prior to the concept of normalcy there was the concept of the ideal (and 

its corollary – the grotesque)… In the nineteenth century the concept of the 

norm entered European culture, as related to the concept of the average. 

Normalcy began with the creation of measurements and statistics. Qualities 

are represented on a bell curve, and the extremes of the curve are abnormal. 

Statistics were created as state tools (hence their etymology as state-istics)… 

This new form of governance is what Foucault characterized as biopolitics, 

the newfound ability to measure performances of individuals and groups that 

makes them governable (211).  

Additionally, one must take note that the term ‘normality’ also differs from ‘normalcy.’ 

According to Lennard Davis, ‘normality’ correlates to an actual state of being regarded as 

normal, while normalcy is the structural realm that controls and normalizes bodies. These 

norms are not only rooted within the bourgeois, white, heterosexual male norms (with the 

middle class as the mean), but also exercise an ideology, which for Davis, develops a 

science of justifying such notions of the norm that is additionally centered around the 

body and its performance (102).  

Ben-Moshe, Nocella, II, and Withers further elaborate upon Davis as they additionally 

state:  

The concept of the norm, unlike the ideal, implies that the majority of the 

population must somehow be around that mean. Everyone has to work hard 



to conform to norms but people with disabilities, and other marginalized 

groups, are scapegoated for not being able to fit these standards, while in fact 

they are needed to create these standards and maintain them. There is a need 

for people at the margin, but they are punished for being placed there (212). 

When examining such contemporary means to challenge the power structures of 

normalcy, Mara Pieri has recently explored applications of the acousmatic in her 2018 

article, The Sound that You Do Not See. Notes on Queer and Disabled Invisibility, stating by 

utilizing invisibility as a viable political choice, the notion of passivity is challenged through 

the acousmatic.  She uses this concept to not only link the invisibility of those of queer and 

disabled backgrounds, but to also illuminate binary-based divisions rooted within social 

realities, particularly those that work to sustain dichotomies related to class, ethnicity, and 

gender, which are often cross-referenced to the simplified binaries of good and bad (5).  

Pieri cites the popular story of John Cage’s experiences during trip to Harvard University’s 

anechoic chamber to suggest that despite efforts to suppress them, bodies are never silent.  

Moving beyond metaphoric descriptions, she claims this example highlights the negotiation 

between visibility and invisibility and suggests that queer and disabled subjects who 

challenge compulsory visibility become acousmatic subjects.  Thus, while being invisible 

for the systems of compulsion of able-bodiedness and heteronormativity, they create voices 

and sound through a strategic use of invisibility as a political choice (10).  While those such 

as Gene Youngblood have noted that invisible realities have their own behavioral rules 

which are entirely transcendental to man-made laws and evaluation limitations (26), Pieri 

notes similar potentials for agency aligned with LaBelle when she argues: 



The dichotomy between visibility and invisibility is founded on the necessity 

of a second subject that proves the existence and legitimacy of the opposed 

subject.  The acousmatic figure broadens the border of this concept of 

visibility, adding the agency of subjects and the importance of their choice in 

the use of (in)visibility to produce choices.  If (in)visibility refers to the inter-

relational dialogue of opposed subjects, the metaphor of the acousmatic 

subject underlines the complexity of individual positioning, underlining the 

importance of agency and choice.  Acousmatic subjects negotiate the 

contours of their invisibility through strategic uses of visibility, coming out, 

passing and normalization.  This way, they challenge the idea that only what 

is visible exists and deserves validation.  Furthermore, through the accent on 

agency, acousmatic figures reinstate the possibility of blurring dichotomies in 

order to rewrite different sets of narratives on their bodies and experiences 

(11). 

For Pieri, such efforts not only enact processes of disorientation, but also embody another 

level of political subjectivity that can be useful in order to understand the intersectional 

positioning within systems of oppression, which at the same time echo themes of Sara 

Ahmed’s queer politics of disturbing the order of things (161).  Such discourse is also 

relevant in efforts not to succumb to the problematic notion of white noise; a common 

problem of contemporary media that theorist Jasmine Rault has recently described as: 

…the ways that a performance of feeling (of sympathy, empathy, 

identification, and solidarity) for queer and trans people of colour, creates a 

distorting field of white noise - comprised of bits and pieces of people of 



colour’s experiences, analyses, and labours - that is central to the constitution 

of contemporary US liberal whiteness. This feeling has the effect, not unlike 

speaking for others, of distracting from and distorting the ostensible subject 

of feeling and of reproducing hegemonic whiteness as a series of generalized 

“nice feelings” (586). 

By taking such factors into consideration when exploring the relationship between 

voice and film through the lens of queer theory, a number of interesting scenarios have also 

occurred, as Jason R. D’Oust has recently reflected upon: 

Because vocality presents elements of communication that are not contained 

by the sonorous normativity of speech, our listening must unfold. A generous 

type of listening is needed when dealing with vocality, since in order to do 

justice to the sonorous particularities of a voice, one’s listening must 

reinvents itself upon meeting each voice encountered. This is precisely how 

queer theory can inform studies on vocality… Queer theorists have taken 

some time to approach vocality. Two theoretical discourses were opposed to 

the materiality of the sonorous voice (vocality) as defined above in relation to 

psychoanalysis and audiovisual or media studies (object-voice). On one hand, 

we find the foregrounding of writing and textuality in Derrida and 

deconstruction; on the other, the importance of the body’s plasticity in the 

performance of identities in early queer theory, such as in Judith Butler’s 

Gender Trouble. In order for these three theoretical corpuses to meet, critical 

theory required a re-evaluation of the voice (8). 



D'Oust builds upon this notion by citing a recent critique from Annette Schlichter that 

problematizes Judith Butler’s focus on the visual; an act which she feels essentially silences 

bodies’ voices: 

Not only does Butler miss out on theorizing the voice, she eventually 

presents us with voiceless bodies. A relevant act of silencing occurs in one of 

the arguably most influential scenes in the history of queer and feminist 

theories: the deployment of drag as a vehicle of the denaturalization of 

gender.… Because Butler focuses on the picture of gender, while excluding 

the voice as one of the relevant aspects of ‘significant corporeality’ of the 

dramatic performance, her ‘little theoretical theater’ of gender trouble 

remains fully contained by the logic of the visual. The repression of the voice 

in the spectacle of drag turns the drag scene into an allegory of gender 

performativity as a theory which attempts to make bodies speak but 

simultaneously mutes their voices (qtd. In D’Oust 9). 

If we are to follow D’Oust and Schlichter, the use of the voice is particularly relevant 

here.  Such usage of a sublime acousmatic fashion in new media has perhaps been particularly 

notable in the work of experimental filmmaker Tom Kalin, as noted by Claudia Benthien, Jordis 

Lau, and Maraike M. Marxsen: 

In addition to the text presentation, Every Evening Freedom has a stirring 

soundtrack of staccato violins that gives way to a male choir, while the soundtrack 

for The Robots of Sodom consists of unobtrusive acoustic music. In both videos, 

the representation of literary text constantly challenges and disrupts the viewer’s 

attention—which must shift between listening and reading, reading, and 



viewing—rather than facilitating understanding. Employing superimposition as 

the dominant aesthetic device results in a “stimulus overload,” or what could be 

described as a disruption of acoustic and visual multiple lamination… The 

stimulus overload in Kalin’s video hinders this inner speech as the superimposed 

images obstruct a clear view, and the juxtaposition of the polyvocal voice-over 

and script distracts from the content. This formation, habitualized through the 

everyday consumption of moving images, is deautomatized. Their capacity for 

recognition thwarted, viewers are instead constantly forced to see and hear while 

actively looking for connections between the bedeviled visual and acoustic 

information and their intertextual relations to (Alfred) Chester’s texts. Kalin’s 

videos thus foreground adaptation as a process of both creation and reception… 

The element of sound characteristic of poetry can only fully enfold one when a 

poem is read aloud; here it is brought to the fore through the estranging voice-

overs (324). 

 While the sublime has been closely related to the acousmatic, there is also an interesting 

intersection here with the rise of networks.  According to Patrick Jagoda: 

In aesthetics, the quality that most commonly evokes the way that networks 

exceed individual human comprehension is the sublime… As Jean- François 

Lyotard observes, however, the sublime may also have been the dominant 

sensibility of modern art, which has sought to “present the fact that the 

unpresentable exists.” This modernist fascination with the unrepresentable 

continued through the postmodern period. As Joseph Tabbi explains, 

following World War II, the sublime no longer summoned either a 



theological or an artistic order, but rather one dominated by the increasingly 

unknowable technological and corporate networks that appear… A network 

sublime emerges directly from postmodern antecedents and is most evident 

in those ubiquitous network visualizations that represent big-data outputs 

(48). 

If we are proceed with Jagoda’s trajectory of aesthetics, one is led to ask about other 

inherent possibilities made possible in network aesthetics, particularly in the intersections of 

enhanced cinema, computing, and queer identities.  With this stated, there is a careful 

balance that must be struck, especially due to the use of disruptive technological 

applications which have been utilized in recent years for malicious means, notably to harass 

and threaten women, people of colour, trans and queer individuals as has pointed out by 

Massanari (Gaboury 483).  Additionally, the overarching structures of technological 

applications are often problematic, as Sasha Costanza-Chock has noted:  

Design mediates so much of our realities and has tremendous impact on our 

lives, yet very few of us participate in design processes. In particular, the 

people who are most adversely affected by design decisions — about visual 

culture, new technologies, the planning of our communities, or the structure 

of our political and economic systems — tend to have the least influence on 

those decisions and how they are made (Design Justice, A.I., and Escape 

from the Matrix of Domination).  

Still, as Jacob Gaboury has recently argued, there is a definite potential for queer agency 

when exploring such engagements in the right context.  He states: “There is great value in 

thinking about queerness and computation together, as digital media technologies continue 



to have a transformative effect on the ways we construct identity and build community. As 

such, it seems crucial that we find new ways to make queer theory speak to technology on 

its own terms” (484). 

Gaboury draws additional correlations between the notion of the glitch and queerness as an 

interesting avenue for agency, but it should be noted that one must be cautious here due to 

historical divisions that Marie Thompson has recently brought into focus: 

Cascone’s ‘aesthetics of failure’ reflects the prominent role of failure in 

discourses of noise music.  However, failure as an artistic strategy and 

rhetorical device has not been available to all, insofar as the relationship 

between noise, error and innovation is frequently gendered as well as 

racialized.  Kathleen Hanna and Johanna Fateman of the queer-feminist 

electroclash group LE Tigre have remarked on how the erroneous sounds of 

male artists are often ‘fetishized as glitch’ and ‘as something beautiful,’ 

whereas the errors of women are often heard as simply markers of failure, 

rather than expressions of innovation, creativity or artistic merit.  In short, 

whether of not ‘failure’ becomes ‘successful’ often corresponds to the 

perceived gender of the artist failing.  With this in mind, it is perhaps not 

surprising that while there are many female, nonbinary and genderqueer 

practitioners utilizing noise and error in their work, noise music histories 

have often centred on a patrilineal ‘dotted line’ of composers, artists and 

sound-makers (131).    



Perhaps artist and theorist Micha Cárdenas has found a relevant pathway through 

this realm with her invocation of a concept called the transreal, a futuristic concept of 

utilizing multiple/virtual realities which she outlines: 

Building on the notion of “trans” from “transgender,” I propose that transreal 

aesthetics cross the boundaries of realities created by a fragmentation of reality 

that occurred as a result of postmodern theory and emerging technologies.  Queer 

theorist Jack Halberstam informs the concept of the transreal by making “the 

perhaps overly ambitious claim that there is such a thing as ‘queer time’ and 

‘queer place.”’ Expanding on this, one can see the acceptance of multiple worlds, 

times, and realities as a fundamental characteristic of late postmodernism or post-

modernism.  While Frederic Jameson has claimed that late postmodernism is 

characterized by a return to the real, I argue that such a return is impossible.  In 

contrast, thinkers such as Halberstam, Dipesh, Chakrabartry and Gilles Deleuze 

propose a multiplicity of times and spaces which coexist.  From there we can look 

at contemporary artists’ attempts to create and work with realities as a similar 

form of multiplicity.  Building on the notion of experimental affective politics… I 

claim that an understanding of building and working with multiple realities is 

essential for artists and political actors who wish to be effective in a post-

contemporary field of proliferating realities (the transreal 24) 

For Cárdenas, such work was inspired from her experiences as a transgender individual whose 

identity was considered ‘not real’ during her year of transition.  In response to this critique, she 

carried out a year-long piece called Becoming Dragon, in which she lived in the virtual space of 

Second Life.  Through the embodiment of such action, she attempted to challenge western 



notions of reality and identity in a virtual context for both performers and audiences, but also 

through the intermediary space of the transreal where she utilized new media technologies to 

exercise a logic to move past the boundaries of gender and reality rooted in structures of 

patriarchy. 

 Perhaps one of the most notable examples of Cárdenas’ mixed and augmented reality 

work was Technésexual (2009-10), a performance piece that she carried out with Elle Mehrmand 

which utilized live performance, Second Life, and heart rate monitors to create live music.  The 

two performers were outfitted with custom-made heartrate monitors and temperature sensors 

while they carried out an erotic performance in front of a live audience and a virtual Second Life 

audience.  While both performers and their virtual avatars were engaged, the sound of their heart 

rates was made audible along with pitches generated from the Puredata programming language 

which corresponded to fluctuations in body temperatures, creating an organic interface for music. 

 While Technésexual is clearly enacted in front of audiences, the premise is actually 

predicated in a desire to move beyond the visual in mixed and augmented reality applications; a 

feat which Cárdenas describes considerable effort exerted into: 

One of our main motivations with Technésexual was to move beyond the focus on 

the visual in mixed and augmented reality applications. Alexander Galloway‘s 

recent essay “The Unworkable Interface” considers the trend towards the 

invisibility of interfaces. Galloway’s writing has explored the shift from a 

disciplinary society as described by Michel Foucault to a control society as 

described by Gilles Deleuze. The move to a control society is precisely the 

internalization and embodiment of power… The visual component of virtual 

experiences has been over developed to the detriment of our many other senses, 



both exteroceptive, interoceptive and proprioceptive. If we consider the many 

dimensions of our awareness of the internal state of our bodies, including not only 

balance and muscle positioning, but also stretch receptors in our muscles, we can 

begin to open a vast new possibility for interface design (Technesexual Interface. 

Erotic Mixed Reality Performance). 

Theorist Helen Papagiannis has noted, “As humans, we move through a 3-D world and 

feel things with our entire bodies, yet technology often limits us to a 2-D plane. The most 

powerful AR experiences will enable us to feel things the way we do in reality, and even use 

these human capabilities in new hybrid digital ways to extend and further augment our senses” 

(63). Exploring such possibilities in new media are a key element to enacting agency.  With this 

said, however, as Gaboury has pointed out, effective change must be achieved not simply 

through critique, but through a reframing of the very mediums in question.  For Gaboury, “It 

would appear that queer computation cannot simply offer an antinormative critique of digital 

media.  Instead, it must offer a reframing of the goals, drives, and interests of these media as 

technologies in which queerness is necessarily situated” (486).  Keeping this in mind when 

examining works such as Technésexual, it seems evident that the attempt to essentially move 

beyond the visual has a clearly articulated rationale. Yet with this stated, one is still inclined to 

question what particular role sound has in such a performative application.  Cárdenas appears to 

also directly relate the sonic elements of bodily functions with this discourse, particularly those 

of the heart, as she further states: 

We realized that many people might go through their lives without hearing the 

sound of their heart beat, or their lovers’ heartbeat, that this was knowledge which 

had been kept to doctors… Perhaps organic interfaces made by artists can foster 



critical thinking about their implications and allow their future to be shaped 

differently… Through this process, we gained a different kind of understanding of 

our own intimate states, that of a deep comfort and relaxation, beyond our original 

conception of excitement. The audience is also invited to a deeper form of 

intimacy, with entirely new strata of connection between the viewer and the 

performer, as the interior of the performers’ bodies becomes part of the 

audience’s multi-sensory experience… Our hope is to encourage the development 

of future interfaces which leave behind the expectation of control and move 

towards co-becoming and intersubjective symbiosis (Technesexual Interface. 

Erotic Mixed Reality Performance). 

While philosophers such as Andy Hamilton have situated the sound of the heartbeat 

clearly within the realm of the acousmatic (103), he has additionally noted that the sound of a 

beating heart is perhaps the most primitive derivative of rhythm itself: 

Rhythm is more primitive than either convention or language, and a common and 

plausible view is that it is fundamentally a natural phenomenon, with a 

physiological basis in heartbeat and breathing and exhibiting the alternation of 

tension and relaxation characteristic of such bodily processes… One suggestion is 

that rhythmic movement arose from human awareness of pulse or breathing 

patterns. This organic image of rhythm suggests a humanistic treatment rather 

than one based on mechanical movement or abstract time (128). 

.  If we are to take such practices and engage with the concept of dissensus through the 

lens of Jacques Rancière’s work, there is an ability to open up new unrealized political 

dimensions that were otherwise not intelligible to others.   Rancière states “The essence of 



politics is dissensus.  Dissensus is not a confrontation between interests or opinions.  It is the 

demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself” (Dissensus 38).  For Rancière, we 

must make “visible that which had no reason to be seen; it essentially places one world in 

another” (Dissensus 39). 

If we are to bring the work of artists such as Ultra-red and Cárdenas and concepts such as 

the acousmatic into this context, we can contend that it is a step towards bridging the gap 

between the art (sound) and the spectator/listener; a distance which Rancière describes as 

creating or sustaining "embodied allegories of inequality" (The Emancipated Spectator 12).  For 

Rancière, "Emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition between viewing and acting: 

when we understand (that) the self-evident facts that structure the relations between saying, 

seeing and doing, themselves belong to the structure of domination and subjection” (The 

Emancipated Spectator 13).  With the matrix of multiplicities inherent in the applications of the 

acousmatic, individuals encountering such sound acts would are only be forced to confront such 

complexity of the unknown, but in Rancière’s words, also plot a path through a “forest of things, 

acts, and signs that confront of surround them” (The Emancipated Spectator 16).  Since for 

Rancière, an emancipated community is one of both narrators and translators that achieves social 

emancipation by the dismantling of the old distribution of what could be seen, thought, and done 

(The Emancipated Spectator 47), even those dismissed are capable of redemption in such 

situations, notably when dissensus is at play: 

It would be assumed that the incapable are capable; that there is no hidden secret 

of the machine that keeps them trapped in their place. It would be assumed that 

there is no fatal mechanism transforming reality into image; no monstrous beast 

absorbing all desires and energies into its belly; no lost community to be restored. 



What there is are simply scenes of dissensus, capable of surfacing at any place 

and at any time (The Emancipated Spectator 48). 

By engaging the sublimity of sound through Rancière’s dissensus, a circuitry of new possibilities 

is enabled if we avoid totalizing discourses.  Such pathways are made possible through the 

conflict and tension of differing sensory worlds which Rancière articulates in the manner that: 

“Any situation can be cracked open from the inside... Collective understanding of emancipation 

is not the comprehension of a total process of subjection. It is the collectivisation of capacities 

invested in scenes of dissensus” (The Emancipated Spectator 49).  In this mode of thinking, 

Rancière appears to speak of a change in the perceptible, the thinkable, and the feasible in a 

manner that we could witness emerge from such sonic applications: 

A multiplication of connections and disconnections that reframe the relation 

between bodies, the world they live in and the ways in which they are equipped to 

adapt to it. It is a multiplicity of folds and gaps in the fabric of common 

experience that change the cartography of the perceptible, the thinkable and the 

feasible. As such, it allows for new modes of political construction of common 

objects and new possibilities of collective enunciation (The Emancipated 

Spectator 72).  

 It should be noted that for Rancière, artistic expression should not be designed merely for 

the notion of emancipation itself.  With this said, he does not conceive of a direct road from 

experiencing to understanding; thus the pathway from intellectual awareness to political action is 

not necessarily direct (The Emancipated Spectator 75).  Not only is this a challenge to overcome, 

but also one must challenge literary prejudices against images that many attempt to dismiss with 



accusations of idolatry, ignorance, or passivity to overturn “the dominant logic that makes the 

visual the lot of multitudes and the verbal the privilege of the few” (The Emancipated Spectator 

97).  Perhaps Rancière best summarized the political engagement of the visual when he 

proclaimed that an image never stands alone unsupported, and that it ultimately belongs to a 

system that governs the status of the bodies represented and the kind of attention they merit (The 

Emancipated Spectator 99).  Rancière makes clear that he does not intend to counter-pose 

reality, instead in a similar vein to Cárdenas, calls to construct different realities and different 

forms of common sense, leading to different spatiotemporal systems, and different communities 

of words and things, forms and meanings (The Emancipated Spectator 102).  Finally, and 

perhaps most significantly, Rancière airs caution to not to flatten differences, a potential pitfall 

for emancipation which appears very much similar to that of Rault’s conception of white noise 

described earlier.  With this said, the recognition and articulation of difference must be explicit 

to the point of challenging such entrenched hegemonic discourses, otherwise such a concept will 

remain solely in theory and not in actual practice.  

As we conclude this discussion, we are still left with many possibilities to explore further.  

Are such applications of mixed reality the future?  Lyotard once contended that we are “not to 

supply reality but to invent allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented” (The 

Postmodern Condition 81).  Additionally, Jaron Lanier has argued that we now think of mixed 

reality as the more radical, more futuristic variant (120), but such propositions are hard to 

predict, especially within the possibilities of sound.  When taking into consideration these 

multiple avenues of sonic agency, whether through speech, music, or enhanced new media 

applications, one is inclined to ask if there are any unifying factors, especially due to the inherent 

multiplicity of relationships throughout strains of aesthetics and postmodernism.  Perhaps Patrick 



Valiquet has recently addressed this issue best through the acousmatic, stating that while there 

might be a plurality of sounds and discourses aesthetically, through the acousmatic there is 

essentially only one way to listen (129). 

In context, this discussion has aimed to highlight particular possibilities of sociopolitical 

agency in sound, however, such an endeavour has merely explored the surface of such a potential 

realm.  Through the exploration of avenues rooted in the interchange of both theory and practice, 

new possibilities emerge, through both a re-examination of the past, and a close listening of the 

future.  Through such action, we can not only attain a greater understanding of the agency of 

sound in such mediums, but also open new potential avenues that have been overlooked due to 

the long-standing dominance of the visual over the audio; a structure slowly beginning to 

unravel. 
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