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Sound Moves

This innovative study opens up a new area in sociological and urban studies: the aural experience of the social, mediated through mobile technologies of communication.

Whilst we live in a world dominated by visual epistemologies of urban experience, Michael Bull argues that it is not surprising that the Apple iPod, a sound based technology, is the first consumer cultural icon of the twenty-first century. This book, in using the example of the Apple iPod, investigates the way in which we use sound to construct key areas of our daily lives. The author argues that the Apple iPod acts as an urban Sherpa for many of its users and in doing so joins the mobile army of technologies that many of us habitually use to accompany our daily lives.

Through our use of such mobile and largely sound based devices, the book demonstrates how and why the spaces of the city are being transformed right in front of our ears.

Michael Bull is Reader in Media and Film Studies at the University of Sussex.
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1 Sound moves, iPod culture and urban experience

An introduction
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My iPod goes everywhere with me. It’s like my digital Sherpa for information and entertainment.

(iPod user)


I store my ‘valuables’ on the iPod. I completed three screenplays, which I data warehouse on my iPod. If the house burns down, I am not worried, because the iPod has the family jewels.

(iPod user)


When I leave the house I check my pockets for four things: my wallet, my keys, my mobile phone, and my iPod. I never go out without all four on my person.

(iPod user)


Spatial structures are the dreams of society. Whenever the hieroglyph of any such spatial structure is decoded, the foundation of the social reality is revealed.

(Kracauer 1995: 30)


The media do not simply occupy time and space, they also structure it and give it meaning.

(Livingstone 2002: 81)


The Apple iPod is the first cultural icon of the twenty-first century, representing a sublime marriage between mobility, aesthetics and functionality, of sound and touch – enabling users to possess their auditory world in the palm of their hand. It has sold over 100 million units worldwide since its introduction in 2001, and has spawned its own commercial eco-system with more than 4,000 accessories made specifically to accompany its use at home, in the automobile or on the person. The iPod is the cultural equivalent of the Citroën DS, written about so elegantly by Roland Barthes in 1957:

I think that cars today are almost the exact equivalent of the great Gothic cathedrals: I mean the supreme creation of an era, conceived with passion by unknown artists, and consumed in image if not in usage by a whole population which appropriates them as a purely magical object.

(Barthes 2002: 341)


From Gothic cathedral to Citroën DS to the Apple iPod represents a Western narrative of increasing mobility and privatisation. The Gothic cathedral: immobile, massive and austere, an entirely public edifice magnifying the glory of God whilst reducing the size of the individual to a mere speck on the horizon. Gothic cathedrals were the largest man-made structures in Europe at the time, just as the pealing of the cathedral bells was the loudest man-made noise that the population regularly heard.

Barthes, in his analysis of the Citroën DS, had already reduced the scale of the cultural icon from the size of a Gothic cathedral to that of a five-seater automobile – and, of course, one could inhabit and privately occupy the Citroën in a way that you could not inhabit the cathedral – the DS was something not merely to be looked at or desired, it was something to be owned and travelled in – an icon of social and physical mobility. Barthes discussed the enveloping nature and tactile sense of the automobile – the leather seats, the suspension, as well as the sleek external lines that make the Citroën appear to slide through the air, like a slip of paper, effortlessly.

Barthes’s interpretation of the Citroën DS is of a domesticated icon. This icon, however, is largely a visual and tactile-orientated one, just as Barthes’s brief description of Gothic cathedrals is visually based. Yet a parallel cultural history can be developed from Barthes’s sharp insights into Western aesthetics – an acoustic history of increasingly mobile privatised sound.

For Gothic cathedrals were not merely to be looked at or to be entered for silent prayer – they were also cathedrals of sound in which sacred vocal music reverberated through the spaces of the church. The populace invariably went into these spaces not merely to pray but to enter envelopes of sound resounding through their bodies, amplified by the great arches of the cathedral.

By the 1950s, even as Barthes was shrinking the scale of our cultural icons to five-seater auto size, so our acoustic envelopes began to shift. First, hi-fi began to train its post-war listeners to demand deeply private, acoustically intensified, almost entirely non-resonant ‘fidelity’ sound. With the invention of the miniaturised transistor and the hand-held, battery-powered radio it made possible in the 1950s, a new culture of personal mobile sound emerged, re-imagined in the 1980s with the Sony ‘Walkman’ (equipped with privatising earphones) and ghetto boom-boxes (outfitted with loudspeaker-quality sub-woofers). Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the culture has shifted again. No longer prey to the whims of corporate radio, our sonic envelopes, our cathedrals of sound, exist in the personal play list of the iPod. In the head and mind of the iPod user the spaces of culture have been redrawn into a largely private and mobile auditory worship. Technology, precisely in its miniaturisation – the whole digital world in your hand – acquires a magical quality. As one enthusiastic yet typical New York user commented:

The design is just flawless. It feels good, to hold it in your hand, to rub your thumb over the navigation wheel and to touch the smooth white surface. It looks nice, I’m proud of owning such a device. It represents and holds an important part of my life, so I don’t want an ‘ugly’ package around it. I have never cherished anything I bought as much as this little device. When I was a child, I used to watch a kids’ show called ‘The Music Machine’ and I always dreamed of having something like that. A device that plays any song there is. The iPod comes pretty close to the fulfilment of this childhood fantasy.1


The iPod – more even than the Barthesian automobile with its multi-channel car radio – offers the user the unfettered auditory freedom of movement from home to street to automobile to office. Time is woven into a seamless web of controlled sound and space, as another urban user comments:

I now listen to music any time I can. Walking to and from work, at work, on vacation, on a train or airplane, even at home when I don’t want to disturb my partner. I have any song I want to listen to at my fingertips at any particular moment. That amazes me. It truly is my own personal jukebox, and puts the soundtrack to my life in my pocket and at my fingertips.


Revealing the commercial music infrastructure that supports her listening habits, this ‘jukebox’ owner believes in the individuality of her life’s ‘sound-track’. It is a hyper-post-Fordist culture in which subjects construct what they imagine to be their own individualised schedules of daily life – their own daily soundtrack of media messages, their own soundscape as they move through shopping centres, their own work-out sound track as they modulate the movement of their bodies in the gym. With its enveloping acoustics iPod users move through space in their auditory bubble, on the street, in their automobiles, on public transport. In tune with their body, their world becomes one with their ‘soundtracked’ movements; moving to the rhythm of their music rather than to the rhythm of the street. In tune with their thoughts – their chosen music enables them to focus on their feelings, desires and auditory memories.

The iPod puts them in tune with their desire to eke out some aesthetic, cognitive and social control as they weave through the day. Enclosed within a zone of immunity and security, enveloped in what they imagine to be their own reality as they move through the city, each holding an Apple iPod – twenty-first-century icon and acoustic metaphor.


Mobile sound universalised

For the first time in history the majority of citizens in Western culture possess the technology to create their own private mobile auditory world wherever they go.2 iPod culture represents a world in which we all possess mobile phones, iPods or automobiles – it is a culture which universalises the privatisation of public space, and it is a largely auditory privatisation. The Apple iPod stands as both example and metaphor for a culture in which many of us increasingly close our ears to the multi-faceted world through which we daily move.3 The erasure, or reconfiguration, of the spaces that we move through is primarily an auditory reconfiguration. It is the price that is paid for the often intense private auditory pleasure of listening or talking. iPods are a sonic technology, whilst mobile phones remain primarily sound-based artefacts.

The Apple iPod is symbolic of a culture in which we increasingly use communication technologies to control and manage our experience of the urban environment. iPod users, in the present analysis, are followed as they move through daily life, listening to their iPods, using their mobile phones and driving their automobiles. These three mobile technologies have transformed the meaning of what it is like to live in an urban culture. iPod culture represents a fully mediated culture in which increasingly large parts of our experience are constructed through the use of these mobile communication technologies. It is a culture of auditory mobility in which the privatising impulse of Western culture has come to a state of maturity. The present work uses the example of the Apple iPod to shed light on the nature of contemporary urban experience. Media Studies and Urban Studies become intertwined in the present analysis. Media use is increasingly amorphous and mobile, whilst urban space is largely mediatised. It is no longer possible to adequately understand the nature of urban culture without also understanding the nature and meaning of the daily use of mobile communication technologies.


The dialectic of mediated isolation

Sound moves focuses primarily upon the isolated, yet mediated, urban subject. This is not to deny, or indeed to suggest, that collective forms of behaviour, whether it be in the home, the street or elsewhere, are not important, merely that the trend towards ‘mediated urban isolation’ is of growing significance. Marc Augé has called for the need to develop ‘an ethnography of solitude’ (Augé 1995) in order to understand the nature of urban experience. He argued for this ‘need’ against a backdrop of what he perceived to be the experiencing of and development of ‘non-spaces’ of urban culture, by which he meant new shopping centres, airports, motorways and the like – spaces with no historical narrative attached to them. These urban spaces supposedly alienated the human subject as they passed through them. In the present analysis, in contrast to Augé, I argue that all urban spaces are potentially ‘non-spaces’. In iPod culture we have overpowering resources to construct urban spaces to our liking as we move through them, enclosed in our pleasurable and privatised sound bubbles. Today, such an ethnography of solitude must be one of a technologically mediated solitude – we are increasingly alone together.

Focusing upon the solitary individual is justified empirically by the daily mobility patterns within urban culture. Solitariness and the daily movement of people through the city are two dominant hallmarks of contemporary urban experience. This solitariness is not necessarily enforced. Sole occupancy is often the preferred mode of travel in automobiles throughout Europe and America (Brodsky 2002; Putnam 2000). The desire for solitude in the automobile is mirrored in the desire for solitude in the street and the home as many retreat into the most private spaces of their already privatised home, accompanied by the sound of the television, radio or their music system (Livingstone 2002). Privatising the street is itself conditioned by the privatising of the home (Bauman 2003). The intimate nature of an industrialised sound world in the form of radio sounds (Tacchi 2004; Hendy 2000), recorded music and television increasingly represent large parts of a privatised everyday lifeworld of urban citizens. iPods are by their very nature primarily a privatising technology, whilst mobile phone users intermittently fill the urban spaces of the city with their ‘own’ reassuring noises (Puro 2002), in effect privatising it.

In parallel to this privatising tendency within urban experience there exists a compulsiveness towards proximity and contact in daily life (Katz and Aukhus 2002). Bauman has noted, in relation to mobile phone use, for example, that for many ‘silence equals exclusion’ (Bauman 2003). In iPod culture we might adapt the Descartian maxim ‘I think, therefore I am’ to ‘I talk or listen, therefore I exist’. It is no accident that for Descartes identity was something constructed in silence whereas contemporary consumers invariably feel a sense of discomfort when confronted with silence (Bull 2000). The greater the craving for solitariness the greater the fear of being socially isolated. This contradictory desire for privacy and fear of social isolation is resolved through the use of mobile sound media.


The sounds of mediated we-ness

iPod users live in a world of mediated we-ness. The phrase derives from the work of Adorno, who argued that the consumption of mechanically reproduced music was increasingly used as an effective substitute for a sense of connectivity that modern cultures lacked. We-ness refers to the substitution of technologically mediated forms of experience for direct experience. Music, for Adorno, enabled the subject to transcend the repressive nature of the social world precisely by integrating him or herself more fully into the everyday, through the consumption of music. Music provides both the dreams and the chains for the urban subject. Mediated aural proximity constitutes states of ‘we-ness’ whereby ‘direct’ experience is either substituted or transformed by a mediated, technological form of aural experience. Music represents to the urban subject a utopian longing for what they desire but cannot achieve. Music substitutes that which is desired for itself, producing ‘an illusion of immediacy in a totally mediated world, of proximity between strangers, the warmth of those who come to feel a chill of unmitigated struggle of all against all’ (Horkheimer and Adorno 1973: 46). From the television set at the heart of family life to the iPod through which ‘the world, threateningly devoid of warmth, comes to him like something familiar, as if specially made just for him’ (Adorno, in Leppert 2002: 52)

The warmth of media messages is contrasted with the chill of the immediate and the inability of the structured forms of the social to satisfy the desire for proximity and warmth. Adorno perceived the urban subject as increasingly dependent upon forms of mediated company within which to live; ‘we might conceive a series leading from the man who cannot work without the blare of the radio to the one who kills time and paralyses loneliness by filling his ears with the illusion of “being with” no matter what’ (Adorno 1991: 78). Putnam, more recently, has commented upon the ‘false sense’ of companionship and intimacy created through the use of television (Putnam 2000: 242), as has Claude Lefort, who refers to these phenomena as a ‘constant illusion of a between-us, an entre-nous in which the media provoke an hallucination of nearness which abolishes a sense of distance, strangeness, imperceptibility of otherness’ (Lefort, quoted in Merck 1998: 109). Forms of ‘accompanied solitude’ thus become increasingly habitual in iPod culture. Yet compulsive mediated proximity does not necessarily endorse the ‘one-dimensional’ thesis of media colonisation, which collapses subjectivity into the objective structures of culture. A dialectical analysis of iPod culture points to a disjunction between the objective and the subjective moment of culture in which iPod users attempt to transcend the social precisely by immersing themselves in it.


Sound ideologies and iPod culture

The auditory self of iPod culture in which sound becomes ‘a way of perceiving the world’ increasingly inhabits acoustic space (Attali 1985: 4). We both increasingly move to sound and are simultaneously moved by sound. Tia deNora has pointed to the frequency with which the metaphor to be ‘transported’ has been associated with music. She argues, ‘music can be conceived as a kind of aesthetic technology, an instrument of social ordering’ (DeNora 2000: 7). The nature of this social ordering is both cultural and historical – what is true for music is also true for sound – the pealing of church bells in the nineteenth century was as much an instrument of social ordering as the sounds of a Monteverdi Mass in Venice in the seventeenth. Music itself performs an ideological role in the mediated household of the contemporary consumer. Adorno caustically remarked that the ‘greater the drabness of existence, the sweeter the melody’ (Adorno and Eisler 1994: 22), whilst Lefebvre concurred, stating that music ‘brings compensations for the miseries of everydayness, for its deficiencies and failures’ (Lefebvre 2004: 66). The consumption of technologically mediated sound, in the twentieth century, represents a significant mode of ‘being-inthe-world’. The self claims a mobile and auditory territory for itself through a specific form of ‘sensory gating’, permitting it to screen out unwanted sounds, producing its own ‘soundscape’. Media technologies are simultaneously private and structural: meaning cannot be isolated from the structural conditions within which it arises. The negative moment of media isolation has been commented upon by Debord, who interprets the media as an arm of capitalist culture intent upon weakening the collective bonds between urban citizens:

The economic system founded on isolation is a circular production of isolation. The technology is based on isolation, and the technical process isolates in turn. From the automobile to television, all the goods selected by the spectacular system are also its weapons for a constant reinforcement of the conditions of isolation of ‘lonely crowds’.

(Debord 1977: 26)


Isolation in Debord’s analysis ties people into the social system precisely by isolating them, making them weaker – more dependent. iPod culture appears to have furthered the culture of mediated isolation whereby connectivity is increasingly engaged with absent others.

Isolation in the past was often equated with silence – the freeing up of the individual to be alone with their thoughts – the Enlightenment precondition for autonomy. The use of sound-based technologies has changed the search for silence into a search for noise. Sound technologies from the Lambretta to the iPod have enabled users to ‘create a transparent but impenetrable wall of sound, transporting [them] out into the world while isolating [them] from it’ (Levi 2004: 30). iPod culture reorders the social spaces of the city, giving greater prominence to media-generated forms of privacy whilst distancing users from the ‘proximity’ of others. iPod users live within a mediated and perpetual sound matrix, each user inhabiting a different auditory world.


The rhythms of iPod culture

The iPod appears to privilege private life, enhancing the conception of the consumer as an isolated subject. In doing so users appear able, and often desire, to liberate themselves from the perceived oppressive rhythms of daily life: the daily commute to and from work, the oppressive and inevitable working week, working month and working year. As working life is scripted, so are the managed rhythms of leisure time, increasingly packaged by the milli-second (Lefebvre 2004). The technologies that come to our aid in the management of the daily rhythms of life simultaneously steal time away from the subject as the whole of life appears subject to the demands of the mobile phone, the internet, the fax machine – daily life appears to some iPod users as a luxurious workhouse:

Well, I think I’ve come to the conclusion that overall I feel pretty out of control in my life. Stores play music to get me to buy more. Work tells me what to do and when. Traffic decides how quickly I get from here to there. Even being in public places forces me to endure other people and their habits (the guy slurping his soup, the brat crying for a piece of candy). I didn’t realise how much I yearn for control and probably peace and quiet. Strange, since I’m blasting music in my ears. I think I’m really tired of living on someone else’s schedule. The iPod has given me some control back.

(Janet)


iPod culture is one in which users become sensitive to living their life to ‘someone else’s design’ (Sennett 2006), as the above user so eloquently describes. As Janet struggles to free herself from the oppressive rhythms of daily life she does so through the mediation of her iPod – itself a rationalised and rationalising media technology4 – yet it differs significantly from other communication devices in so much as it always obeys her will – unlike the mobile phone, which is a technology of the discontinuous, the contingent. The use of an iPod is both an inclusive act – the listener communes with the products of the culture industry – and an act of auditory separation.

Sound itself is normative, mediating and reflecting the cultural predispositions of the listener who ‘gates’ experience. The manner of this auditory screening is dependent not merely upon the values of the subject but also upon the technologies themselves. Not only do we get the technologies that we deserve, we also get the ones we desire.

iPod culture represents a distinctive and new ‘temporal sensibility’ on the part of the subject who attempts to break away from and overcome the structured rhythms of contemporary urban life. Digital technology has enabled consumers to redefine the nature and meaning of many of their daily schedules. iPod culture is one in which users seek to control the rhythms of daily life; in doing so, islands of communicative warmth engulf the chilly spaces of urban culture.


The dialectic of urban chill and warmth

Isolation in the midst of connectivity – this is the urban tale to unravel and conceptualise, demanding a theoretical articulation of the twin phenomena of urban isolation and connectivity. iPod culture embodies a dialectical relationship between the desire for an ever-present intimate or personal connectivity and the impoverishment of the social and geographical environment within which it occurs. This dynamic is expressed theoretically in the present work through the concepts of ‘warm’ and ‘chilly’ – ‘warm’ representing the proximate, the inclusive; ‘chilly’ the distant and exclusive. The more we warm up our private spaces of communication the chillier the urban environment becomes, thus furthering the desire and need to communicate with absent others or to commune privately with the products of the culture industry. Media technologies simultaneously isolate and connect. This is the dilemma at the heart of our understanding of how we increasingly inhabit the public spaces of urban culture.

Mobile media provide privatised citizens with the means to create islands of communicative warmth in oceans of urban chill – chilly urban space is heated up. Mediated isolation itself becomes a form of control over the spaces of urban culture in which the ‘minimal’ self ‘withdraws into a world small enough that it can exert almost total control over it’.

iPod culture represents an expression of personal creativity coupled with a denial of the physicality of the city. The city becomes individualised in iPod culture – a unique and pleasurable experience, as one New Yorker commented: ‘This [New York] is a great city where you might not want to be infiltrated by anyone else’s distracting or disruptive energy.’ iPod culture is best understood as a mono-rhythmic approach to urban experience, as against the traditional understanding of urban life as polyrhythmic – a world of certainty as against a world of contingency. iPod use makes the city what it is for users – rather than the city as inhabited by embodied ‘others’. iPod culture is a culture in which individual experience is cultivated, fostered and attended to through the micro-management and filtering of experience. The iPod user who states, ‘When I plug in and turn on, my iPod does a “ctrl alt delete” on my surroundings and allows me to “be” somewhere else,’ points to the empowering potential of use. Whilst the ears become able to redial their auditory map, they can do so only through media technologies themselves. The independence of the ears is dependent, just as the motive to separate out from others is often fuelled by a desire for connectivity to others or indeed oneself. Connectivity in its multifaceted nature is increasingly achieved through mediation – through the use of communication technologies creating a sense of ‘warmth’ for the individual as they move through the ‘chilly’ spaces of urban culture.


Normative cities

City spaces are normative spaces. The history of cities is a history of how we come to inhabit and share social space. Integral to the sharing of social space is the recognition of others, changes in the ground rules governing modes of recognition thus reverberate within culture. iPod use precisely represents such a transformation. iPod culture is a culture of the dematerialisation of the other – a culture increasingly focusing upon the intimate yet absent other at the other end of a mobile phone – or the seduction of the user’s own sound narrative embodied in the iPod. If ‘the establishment of relations of mutual recognition [are] a precondition for self realisation’ (Honneth 1995: xi) then how do we understand a transformed social arena in which these traditional forms of recognition are increasingly embodied in distance relationships – not in the immediate social space which one inhabits?

Media theorists have recognised the ethical dimension attached not just to forms of media production but also to the mundane consumption patterns of media technologies by consumers themselves. (Morley 2000; Silverstone 2006). The use of media artefacts is inherently relational – they are in some sense interpersonal – whether in terms of direct physical interaction (Bull 2000) or in terms of a more general ethical sensibility towards absent others (Morley 2000). Whilst theorists of mobile phone use concur that the etiquette of interpersonal relations is undergoing a period of change through the use of mobile phones (Castells 2007; Katz 2006) it is by no means certain that these transformations encourage forms of social recognition, change them or diminish them. iPod users, equally, never voluntarily interact with others whilst using their iPods in public. Both iPod and mobile phone use represent an already denuded concept of public urban space embodied in the ubiquitous presence of the automobile (Kay 1997; Stallabras 1996).

Binding social forces in iPod culture have migrated to a narrow network of interpersonal connections, supplemented by an increasingly media-generated sociality (Castells et al. 2007; Sennett 1990) This transformation of the social does not necessarily represent the impoverishment of subjectivity – rather the opposite. Mediated communication with absent others or the culture industry itself vies with face-to-face encounters in an already impoverished public world (Bauman 2003; Sennett 1990). The nature of our social world is changing right in front of our ears!

iPod culture represents both a continuum and a shift in Western urban experience. The continuum represents new developments in the search for public privacy and a discounting of the ‘public’ realm, whilst the transformation lies in urban citizens’ increasing ability and desire to make the ‘public’ spaces of the city conform to their desires. As we increasingly inhabit ‘media-saturated’ spaces of intimacy, so we increasingly desire to make the public spaces passed through mimic our desires, thus, ironically, furthering the absence of meaning attributed to those spaces. This is the dialectic of iPod culture.

The iPod is used as a platform in the present work upon which to develop an auditory sociology of urban movement. It operates as a prism through which to understand the nature of the public world in which we live. This world is dominated by an auditory reconfiguration of urban experience that impacts upon, constitutes and embodies users’ sense of the social. This is a study of how the solitary urban citizen becomes rooted in mobile urban space, of how they acquire their ‘being in the world’ through the creation of privatised sound atmospheres. It is a study of the processes of auditory gating and filtering that embodies the urban world that most of us inhabit. Primarily this book is an exploration of how we come to share social space with others in urban culture.5




2 Sound epistemologies

Strategies and technologies
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A history of representational space and the social imagination can no longer afford to neglect materials pertaining to auditory perception.

(Corbin 1995: xii)


Historically the ears have been interpreted as both passive and democratic; passive in so much as the ears are open to all sounds – we cannot close our ears to the world, and it is this very openness that constitutes their democratic nature. iPod culture is, however, neither passive nor democratic but rather discriminating and distinctive. The passivity of the ears is merely an historical effect, now technologically superseded. Technology has come to the aid of the ears through the invention of headphones (or, even more intimately, earphones) empowering the auditory self, which becomes a discriminating self. We can now choose what we want to hear, screening out the world to create a private auditory universe through the use of mobile technologies like the iPod. In doing so we transform our relationship to the social world we live in, to others around us and to ourselves – our cognitive processes through which we channel all experience. iPod culture is a fully mediated world in which users increasingly universalise the benefits of mediated ‘warmth’, of communication in a world grown cold. To be separated out from others is simultaneously a mark of distinction (Bourdieu 1986) and a mark of alienation. City spaces become enacted spaces, which are enjoyed and modified (de Certeau 1988; Lefebvre 1991: 34); and also structural spaces which contextualise all behaviour. An auditory epistemology of the privatising of urban experience encompasses both urban and media studies. It is a tale of the coming together of the ‘chilly’ urban street and the ‘warm’ sounds of privatising media technologies.


Mediating the city: A dialectic of warmth and chill

The consumption of technologically mediated sound, in the twentieth century, represents a significant mode of ‘being-in-the-world’. The self claims a mobile and auditory territory for itself through a specific form of ‘sensory gating’, permitting it to screen out unwanted sounds, producing its own seductive ‘soundscape’.

In iPod culture we are simultaneously connected and disconnected from the urban world that we inhabit. Connected through the use of our mobile technologies whilst simultaneously disconnected from the physical world through which we move. Connectivity is associated with the ‘warmth’ of the communicative process, disconnection and isolation with ‘chill’. In the present work the concepts of ‘warmth’ and ‘chill’ are dialectically linked, describing our relationship with urban space through the mediation of sound-based mobile communication technologies – the iPod, the mobile phone and the automobile. ‘Warmth’ is associated with the desire for ‘connectivity’, whilst ‘chill’ is associated with our relationship to the urban spaces that we pass through; the warmer one gets, the chillier the other becomes. The use of a mobile phone in the street, for example, transforms the space of reception from chilly to warm. In the act of phoning the space beyond the user becomes chillier as they colonise urban space with speech to an absent other. As Harper noted, ‘mobile phones are changing co-proximate behaviours in ways that are making the world perhaps a lonelier place than before… mobile phones are changing interactions between people who are near to one another’ (Harper 2002: 212).

One side of the dialectic, the ‘chilly’ urban street, is inscribed into mainstream urban studies. This chill is variously located in the geography of the city itself (Sennett 1977, 1990, 1994; Augé 1995; Bauman 2000, 2003); in the sensory overload of the city (Simmel 1997); in the technologies of the city, which repel and isolate (McLuhan 1997; Kay 1997; Putnam 2000); and in the very values of Western urban culture – a Protestantism of the senses that manifests itself in the desire to withdraw (Sennett 1990). Urban chill is understood to be the multiple products of these variables in the present analysis. Rather than isolating out each variable, they are understood as overlapping and cumulative in their effect upon us.

Sociological thought has located the ‘chill’ of urban relations in the rise of modern urban culture itself. Tonnies’s division of society into relations of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, the one warm and intimate, denoting pre-industrial modes of community, the other cold and distancing, indicative of relations in urban culture in which the utilitarian values of ‘use’ and ‘instrumentalism’ reign supreme in the everyday life of cities. These categories of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft are not primarily psychological categories but, rather, social and structural ones into which the subject falls. For Tonnies a society typified by relations of Gesellschaft in effect had restructured itself without community. Urban culture consisted of individuals who lived, for better or worse, through the chill of urban relations.

Simmel, following in the tradition of Tonnies, was perhaps the first ‘chilly’ sociologist who attempted to explain the significance and desire of urban citizens to maintain a sense of privacy, to create a mobile bubble, whilst on the move in a world dominated by values of impersonality. Simmel’s concerns were with sensory overload, crowds, strangers and the noisy maelstrom of the city from which citizens were thought to retreat. Simmel charted the changing nature of bourgeois civility within the increasingly technologised urban geography of the early twentieth century, addressing the relational nature and problems associated with people continually on the move in the city (Simmel 1997). For Simmel, we should get off the streets as quickly as possible!

Simmel famously begins The Metropolis and Mental Life with the statement ‘The deepest problems of modern life derive from the claim of the individual to preserve the autonomy and individuality of his existence in the face of overwhelming social forces, of historic heritage, of external culture, and of the techniques of life’ (Simmel 1997: 178). Simmel associated urbanism with an overbearing oppressiveness and a new sense of freedom. The individual became defensive in the face of a sensory onslaught of close proximity – a surfeit of noise and people, coupled with a lack of perceived personal space. The sensory oppressiveness of the city paradoxically produced the ground upon which the individual could flourish, unhindered by the claustrophobia of similarity, which encumbered earlier generations of town dwellers. Isolation bred individuality.

Retreat has subsequently become a dominant urban metaphor used to describe strategies whereby citizens attempt to maintain a sense of ‘self’ through the progressive creation of distancing mechanisms from the urban ‘other’, who may, or may not, be just like them. The chill of urban relations is thought to reside in the fabric of the city itself – a consequence of a neutralising value system. Richard Sennett describes urban space as ‘a bland environment [which] assures people that nothing disturbing or demanding is happening “out there”. You build neutrality in order to legitimise withdrawal’ (Sennett 1990: 65). The chilly spaces of the city become uninhabitable without the warmth of communication for many an urban citizen. Urban space is perceived a threat in this narrative, isolating, hostile and bland.


Building urban chill

Urban chill is said to reside in the streets we walk through, the buildings we pass by, the modern shopping centres we are inevitably drawn to, the anonymous spaces of airports, train stations, parking lots and the endless motorways that many of us progressively live in as we shuttle backwards and forwards in our cars. Augé, in his analysis of urban space, used the term ‘non-space’ to describe an urban culture of semiologically denuded spaces: of shopping centres, airports, motorways and the like. He thought of these spaces as if they had been dropped on to the urban landscape at random. They were invariably architecturally bland – who can tell one shopping centre from another, for example? Urban spaces from this perspective increasingly functioned as the endless transit zones of urban culture – emblems of the increasing mobile nature of urban culture:

If a place can be defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity will be a non-place. The hypothesis advanced here is that super-modernity produces non-places, meaning spaces which are not themselves anthropological places… where transit points and temporary abodes are proliferating… where the habitués of supermarkets, slot machines and credit cards communicate wordlessly, through gestures, with an abstract, unmediated commerce; a world thus surrendered to solitary individuality, to the fleeting, the temporary and ephemeral.

(Augé 1995: 77–8)


In iPod culture, however, any urban space can become a non-space. The defining feature of our relation to urban space is not necessarily how culturally situated they may be. Augé is also incorrect in assuming that his narrowly defined ‘non-spaces’ of urban culture can have no meaning for urban subjects. Historical narrative is not the sole condition for endowing places with meaning. Shopping malls can become places of meeting; places endowed with particular personal narratives; places of pleasure or crime. Whilst Augé recognises that ‘the word “non-place” designates two complementary but distinct realities: spaces formed in relation to certain ends (transport, transit, commerce), and the relations that individuals have with these spaces’ (Augé 1995: 94) he nevertheless over-determines the structural meaning of representational space, thus minimising the subjective response of subjects to the spaces they transit through. In iPod culture any urban space may become a ‘non-space’, it is not dependent upon the ‘anthropological nature of the space itself’ but increasingly upon the subjective response to that space or, indeed, the prior negation of that space through the cognitive predilections of the subject. In iPod culture many do not notice the nature of the space passed through, whilst hermetically sealed in their sound world. And whilst Augé rightly believes that many urban spaces appear to exist in the continual present, ‘the radio plays continuously in service stations and supermarkets. Everything proceeds as if space had been trapped by time, as if there were no history other than the last forty-eight hours of news’ (Augé 1995: 104). Augé’s analysis of the experience of urban space is too static. Even at the time he constructed the term ‘non-space’, consumers could appropriate both space and time through the use of mobile technologies like their personal stereos and car sound systems. The dynamic of the appropriation of the public spaces of the city is furthered through the users of iPods, who can choose the manner in which they attend to, and inhabit shopping malls or any other urban space. Urban and social theory has been deficient in understanding the transformative power that urban citizens have over the nature and meaning of urban environments passed through. This transformative power is achieved through the mediation of the automobile, iPod and mobile phone.


The chill of automobility

The automobile became a dominant means of escaping the street as the twentieth century wore on (Kay 1997; Putnam 2000; Sachs 1992), producing city spaces in which urban citizens congregated without meeting. Lefebvre argued that the automobile was primarily responsible for ‘the disintegration of city life’, a sentiment echoed in much subsequent urban analysis. Cities and suburbs have increasingly been given over to the automobile, with 25 per cent of London and almost half the land mass of Los Angeles the preserve of the automobile (Urry 2006). The automobile has permitted the global development of the urban sprawl in which most of us now live, in towns and endless suburbs served increasingly by out-of-town shopping malls (Stallabras 1996). In many US suburbs there are no pavements to walk on, whilst around 50 per cent of US iPod respondents use their iPod primarily in their cars, as they so infrequently walk anywhere.

Media theorists such as McLuhan also argued that the public spaces of the city should be avoided.
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