
The Sonification of Race and the Racialization of Listening:  

an exploration of sound as a repository of fear, oppression and  

protest in the black American experience 

 

On the morning of February 13th this year, I, like many others awoke to the news that 

Beyoncé’s Lemonade had lost the Grammy Award for Best Album to Adele’s 25.  When 

Lemonade was released to high acclaim for its innovation, message, musicality and visuals, it 

seemed like a foregone conclusion that it would garner the recognition that it deserved.  That 

was not to be. The news of this loss sent shockwaves around the world, with even Adele 

decrying the injustice of it all.  The lack of recognition, however, for black excellence is not 

new to the music industry—in fact, it is definitely not new in the realm of awards shows.  This 

lack of recognition is a classic example of the notion of the sonification of race and the 

racialization of listening.  The aim of this essay is to explore the role of sound and race in 

American culture and to underline how black sound versus white listening is used to 

perpetuate injustice and to sideline black voices.  This is not a phenomenon just in the music 

industry, but a reality of black life in America.  To put my title into context, the sonification of 

race is a term used by Jennifer Lynn Stoever in her book, The Sonic Color Line (2016).  The 

sonification of race explores the idea that white supremacy, so ensconced in American culture, 

actively employs suppression and misinterpretation of sound as a tool of racial dominance. 

Using differences of vocal timbre, accent musical tone, stress, and speed of black voices as a 

means of justifying, ridiculing, discriminating and denying the humanity of African 

Americans, is one more tool in the arsenal of institutionalized racism.  Likewise, in using the 

example of the Beyoncé’s Grammy loss and perceived injustice, the notion of the racialization 

of listening can also be examined.  Many people believed, both black and white, that the 

Lemonade album was a breakthrough in its maturity, ingenuity and subject matter.  It has been 

described as a movement of sorts because it explored both womanhood and race in ways that 

have never been heard. Critics, artists and the public hailed the album a triumph.  



What Grammy voters heard, however, was not good enough to win anything other than the 

“best urban” categories, a category set aside to relegate black performers outside the 

mainstream.   

In fact, given the volume of music produced by black artists and the often-cutting edge sounds 

that they produce, album of the year wins have only been awarded to a handful of these artists.  

The racialization of listening aims to strip black voices of their narrative and has taken many 

forms from slavery, the Civil Rights Movement to the mass incarceration and police brutality 

of today. Our own resistance comes from knowing our worth and no longer looking for 

approval from those who are unwilling or unable to listen. 

In a piece entitled, “What is Black in Black Popular Culture,” the academic, Stuart 

Hall addresses the link between sound and blackness (Stoever, 2016, p. 16): 

  

 In its expressivity, its musicality, its orality, in its rich, deep and varied attention to 

speech, in its inflections toward the vernacular and the local, it its rich production of 

counter narratives, and above all, in its metaphorical use of the musical vocabulary, 

black popular culture has enabled the surfacing, inside the mixed and contradictory 

modes even of some mainstream popular culture, of elements of a discourse that is 

different—other forms of life, other traditions of representation. 

 

Traditionally when discussing the issue of American race relations, we often think in 

terms of the visual evidence of it.  What is visual seems to evoke a greater outcry.  The Civil 

Rights Movement in America sought to dismantle the visual of blatant discrimination.  The 

desegregation of water fountains and bathrooms, the banishment of signs that read White 

Only, and even the visual of a black president, all led us to believe the lie of an inclusive 

America.  Sound has always been entangled with vision– especially in the minds of white 

America. From the onset of slavery, auditory descriptions of blackness began to appear in 

writings related to black people.  Most of these descriptions were used to justify the existence 

of slavery and the inferiority of blacks.  

 

  



Stoever (2016, p.31) wrote: 

Sound both defined and performed the tightening barrier whites drew between themselves and 

black people, expressing the racialized power dynamics and hierarchical relationships of 

chattel slavery through vocal tones, musical rhythms, and expressed listening practices 

marked by whites as ‘black” and therefore of lesser value and potentially dangerous to 

whiteness and the power structures upholding it.  

 

Given the social and political history of America, the voices of indigenous people, 

migrants and blacks, have, from the outset, been considered inferior to the sounds of the 

dominant culture.  The filters of socialization, history, power, prejudices and identity form 

auditory perceptions and justify an us or them mentality.  In white America, it is these 

perceptions that counts, in judging the value of black people.  Sonically devaluing their worth 

has left black men and women at a clear disadvantage in the history of race relations in 

America, and has left them with no other choice than to challenge their relegation.  

 By adapting alternative strategies for self-expression and by developing their own filters, 

blacks have been able to find a way of both protecting themselves while tolerating their 

mistreatment through acts of subtle and blatant defiance and sound was their weapon of 

choice.   

Africans brought to America, not only came from a variety of countries in West Africa, but 

arrived speaking a multitude of languages.  Early on, they found ways of communicating with 

each other and the use of coded language, foot tapping, drumming and singing.  They even 

used Christianity and the creation of the Negro Spiritual as a means of coded language, sung 

openly and in earshot of their masters.  The role of music as defiance and commonality has 

always been a part of the black experience in America.  The music of America is black 

American and as we move from the Negro Spiritual, blues, jazz, RnB, disco, rap and Hip-hop, 

the music might at times diverge from the revolution, but the revolution is always in the back 

of our minds.  The language in the music has moved from the subtle message of the Negro 

Spiritual to the clarion call of J Dilla’s, Fuck the Police (Mass Appeal Radio, 2016), but the 

message is loud and clear. 



In an article, Sounds of Black Protest Then and Now, on the website, Pitchfork,  

 William C. Anderson (2015) writes: 

Despite anyone’s feelings about our music, White supremacy is the problem and not 

how we choose to sing about life as we deal with it daily.  This generation is going to 

sing, rap and play just like every generation that came before it.  I’m proud to see a 

resurgence of many of the elements of our beautiful black culture always moving 

toward a black future.   

 

Black sound has moved steadily from the image of docility to hostility as time has 

moved on.  The dynamics of power are being challenged and the injustices are being called 

out.  This has led to ever increasing displays of racial discord in America.  Sounds of 

blackness are even leading to murder. 

It has already been pointed out that the perception of sound is not just subjective, but 

that perception is also filtered through cultural, socio-economic and historical cues, but the 

relationship between white supremacy and the perception of sound has even, in recent years, 

led to the loss of life.   In the shocking case of Jordan Davis, his choice of music was used as a 

justification for his murder.  According to an article in The Guardian by Luscombe (2014), the 

17-year-old African American boy was shot and killed at a gas station in Florida by white  

43-year old Michael Dunn.  The boy, along with a group of friends were in a car playing hip 

hop music that Dunn found too loud.  After asking the boys to turn the music down, and the 

boys’ refusal, Dunn retrieved a gun and without warning, shot into the car, striking Jordan 

Davis.  According to Dunn, he shot into the car because he found the hip-hop music that he 

was playing both loud and threatening (language often used to describe black people). 

According to an LA Times article, by Muskal (2014) Dunn referred the music as “rap crap” 

and “thug” music.  Stereotyping hip hop and describing it as thug music was clearly about his 

subjective filter, but also about what Dunn thought his white privilege accorded him—to take 

a black life if it pleased him.  In his mind the presence of young black men and loud black 

music threatened his safety, and justified his reaction.  The accumulated fear led him to fire ten 

shots at the car, three bullets striking Davis, six bullets hitting the car and only one missed. 

According to Muskal (2014), Dunn claimed he acted in self-defense.  Racist or not, his actions 



were triggered by representation. Representation can be understood as the portrayal of 

someone or something dependent on both individual and collective interpretation, in this case 

the factors that influenced Davis’s death was the sound of his blackness, rap music, loud 

volume which further illustrates the sonification of race and the racialization of listening.  

Black voices differ from Caucasian voices. The tone, pitch, size and thickness of vocal 

chords are important factors of how we speak.  When I visit my friends and family in the 

states, in our own comfort we are able to speak to one another with our African American 

vernacular English, however if I visit family in Scotland it is custom that my mother (black 

American) switches grammar, word choice and meaning not necessarily accent.  It is a natural 

thing that we black people have thicker voices and articulate words differently. On the other 

hand, sound can be repository of oppression, black voices and expressions in America can be 

seen as physically dominant, which can be threatening to whiteness or white supremacist in 

America.  It is dangerous not to turn your blackness down when stopped by a police officer.  

The story of Sandra Bland’s death sits perfectly for how sound is a repository of oppression. 

To switch down your African American vernacular English, does not always guarantee you 

safety in America.    

In 2015, Sandra Bland was stopped by policeman Brian Encinia for failing to indicate 

lane change.  In the video footage by the Wall Street Journal (2015), you can hear Bland 

irritated and confused, she sonically explains why she did not signal, which annoyed the 

officer, he had no response to her answer, which in return annoyed her.  He unjustifiably asks 

her to put out her cigarette -  This was then followed by a shift in tone, she denies the officers’ 

demand and this where the sonics in the discussion became a volume’d up altercation.  

The sound of blackness can be intimidating to most white police officers.  He clearly 

had no opinion on her uneasy but clear explanation.  In the video, you can tell that he was 

threatened by her voice. Bland was arrested unlawfully by misuse of power; and her loud 

black voice not conforming to his.  

 

 



In Bradley’s (2015) post in Sounding Out, she states:  

 

Her voice crescendos throughout the video, signifying her growing anxiety, tension 

at the situation […]. However, Bland’s voice begins to crack. Her sighs and grunts 

signify upon her disapproval of Encinia’s treatment of her physical body and rights. 

Once handcuffed, Bland’s voice is very high-pitched and pained, a sonic signifier of 

submission […] Silence and listening are tools of survival. Contrarily, Bland’s loud 

disapproval and emphatic use of curse words registered her blackness and 

womanhood as threatening. She was coded as less feminine and therefore threatening 

because of her direct verbal confrontation with Encinia. 

 

Bland was later found hanged to death in her cell three days after her arrest.  This 

tragedy was clearly caused by police and could have been stopped.  Sound in this case was a 

repository of oppression on both sides.  The officer voiced his wrongful power, and the black 

woman voiced her opposition to this power.  In the end, it proved too much at the wrong time 

for Sandra Bland and any other black person defying the sonic racial codes that define the 

American experience, particularly if we are looking at white expectations of the sound of 

black acquiescence to their power and authority. 

Controlling black bodies has always been at the forefront of race relations in the 

United States.  Although we have moved from slavery, to Jim Crow, lynchings and overt 

segregation, mass incarcerations, voter suppression—economic and educational disparities still 

run rampant and fuel resentments.  Socio-economic constructs that promote racial divisions, 

while declaring equality for all, more than ever sound like a lie.  Stoever states (2016, p.5): 

 

Americans continue to hear, feel, think, and experience race, some leading lives 

invisibly (and audibly) structured by privilege, while so many othered peoples 

continue to struggle with exclusions, disadvantages, violence, and the added challenge 

of perpetually proving the impact of something that no longer exists.  

 

Perhaps a combination of the indignity in which America’s first black president was 

subjected to, or the rise of white supremacy.  Maybe it is the deaths, beatings and injustices 

meted out on people of color, or the election of Donald Trump, but a renewed movement of 

black people (and just about everybody else) is taking place on the streets of America.   



On both sides of the equation, people are protesting the voices of fear.  We fear each other, we 

fear the future, we fear the present and we fear the truth.   

Last November America elected a man who by all accounts is a bigoted, misogynist, 

xenophobe who surrounds himself with like-minded people.  Donald Trump ran on a platform 

promoting racial divisions underpinning a fear of the demise of white America.  He used 

speech after speech to convince the electorate that their existence and way of life was in peril 

by the scourge of white discrimination.  The language of hate and fear motivated people to 

suspend reality to fall into line with the rhetoric of suspicion and hate.  Many believe that 

America has never been so divided.   

The policies that the new administration is setting forth demands the silencing of 

every critic.  The liberals, the immigrants, the poor, the minority, the sick, the different—

anyone who doesn’t fit the mold of the 1950’s ideal of what an American is.  Essentially, an 

America with everyone knowing his place.  That version of America is one where dreams of 

upward mobility die and where black people wouldn’t dare demand to be heard.   

In some ways, the reaction to the Grammy awards felt like another slap in the face to 

black people who are looking for signs that if they gave their best, that they would be counted.  

In Dusk of Dawn, W.E.B. DuBois (2014), described the doggedness of race as an invisible 

color line—a kind of transparent wall dividing blacks and whites.  On one side of this 

transparent wall is where blacks reside—in a kind of vacuum.  On the other side of the color 

line is where whites live.  The transparent wall allows the two worlds to see each other, but 

sound is unable to penetrate it.  White people on the other side of the wall ridicule those blacks 

who can’t seem to get anywhere, while the blacks inside are screaming to be heard. 

The sonification of race and the racialization of listening means that as long as our 

understanding of each other is one sided, we will always live in the fear of never truly being 

heard. 
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