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When we foreground sound, what can we learn about African American expressive 
culture? While black music has been lauded and popularized and black people have been 
called noisy, Nicole Brittingham Furlonge invites us to consider listening as its own 
specific avenue for understanding African American life. In this attention to the dynamic 
between call and response (voiced or not), Furlonge gives us a concept of listening as 
intentional and specific to black expressive cultures. Through this reinvigoration of the 
space between words, Furlonge produces stunning rereadings of canonical works of 
African American literature, so that we not only see how listening is encoded in multiple 
forms of expressivity, but we also feel its ethical urgency. 
 
At its core, Race Sounds offers a way to think about racialized embodiment. This condition, 
however, is distinct from analyses of enfleshment that have unfurled following Hortense 
Spillers’s analysis of the violences of enslavement and pornotroping. Instead of finding 
fleshy correspondences, Furlonge asks us to consider how identity and representation are 
continually made and remade in this in-between space. These are not bodies or flesh, but 
people with histories, desires, and intentions. There is always thought and curiosity 
behind these practices of listening—anchoring possibilities of relation into specifics. As 
Furlonge writes, “Race Sounds aims to understand how listening functions to perceive 
and interpret bodies, ideas, and aesthetics of race, gender, and class differences” (2).  
 
Furlonge’s theorizing of listening materializes out of several genealogies within sound 
studies. One is the emergence of listening itself as a way of grasping racial difference and 
of forming affiliations and community; this account is in conversation with Tsitshi Jaji, 
Carter Mathes, and Jennifer Stoever. Another strand is the relation between sound and 
the possibility of black radicality as Alex Weheliye and Fred Moten theorize. Finally, 
Furlonge brings the teachings of Jean-Luc Nancy and Peter Szendy to bear on the affective 
work that individual listeners perform in order to participate in this type of relation. In 
tandem, these influences give us ways to understand Furlonge’s methodology. In her use 
of canonical literature, we can perceive the formation of a certain notion of community, 
even as the introduction of biography underlines individual modes of listening. The 
ethical thrust, on the other hand, becomes an important expansion of black radical 
projects. As Furlonge sums up, “listening” is “an artistic, civic, and interpretive practice 
that emerges from a place of wonder, curiosity and not knowing” (2). 
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All of this, of course, emerges in dialogue with a sustained set of close readings of African 
American texts, authors, and performances, each of which extends our understanding of 
the practice of listening in its own distinct way. Furlonge introduces her study with a 
consideration of Toni Morrison by describing the novelist’s reading Marie Cardinal’s 
account of a Louis Armstrong concert. In Morrison’s interest in trying to parse what 
Cardinal cannot put into words, Furlonge finds listening. Later, in asking students to read 
aloud the first word of Morrison’s Jazz, “Sth,” she illustrates the sonic character of the 
printed word while also showing the necessity of considering listening a central aspect 
of interpretation. Listening is curious, active, and disorienting. Furlonge writes, “This 
utterance immediately draws them into the print to interact with it in ways that are 
different from those they are accustomed to” (4). Each chapter finds a similar rhythm 
synthesizing the biographical, the textual, and the performative, giving us multiple ways 
to ponder the work of listening.  
 
Furlonge’s analysis of Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, for example, 
shows us the possibilities that an attentive listener can unleash: “Despite, however, the 
brevity of this remark—‘Pheoby’s hungry listening helped Janie to tell her story’—what 
Hurston describes in this line is quite striking. In order for Janie to tell her story, she must 
have a listener” (23). Furlonge furthers asks us to consider the difference that these forms 
of attention might make—a jealous or judgmental listener in comparison to one brimming 
with curiosity. Pheoby’s investment in allowing Janie to communicate without projection, 
in turn, offers insight into what an ethics might looks like—“she models listening as a 
habit of friendship and as a civic responsibility (27).”  
 
Listening later becomes intertwined with amplification and attunement when Furlonge 
considers Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. While Ellison’s novel illuminates the 
impossibility of being truly seen as a black man in early twentieth-century America, 
Furlonge argues that its sonic element, specifically the vibrational, makes this identity a 
“multimodal figure of racial disenfranchisement and social estrangement writ visually 
and aurally” (41). Practically, this means finding sonic coexistence between neighbors 
with differing tastes in records, but Furlonge, with great profit, extends this process to 
that of attunement to the rumbles of protest. In Invisible Man’s act of listening to these 
vibrations, Furlonge assures us that what has been ignored can be amplified to become a 
deafening roar. Thinking with vibrations moves us away from silence toward these other 
possibilities: “in order to perceive lower-frequency sound, the listener must intentionally 
and closely listen” (55). This sentiment, in turn, finds resonance with Ellison’s own use of 
a tape recorder as an aid in his revisions, recording himself and playing it back to find 
the frequencies beneath the text. 
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What hovers within syllables is ultimately where Furlonge turns. First, she offers 
autography, as a practice of turning listening inward to parse the layers of pain in Gayle 
Jones’s Corregidora. Then, Furlonge uses listening as a method to feel history, especially 
the histories of those who were enslaved and did not leave legible residue. These 
analyses, however, serve as an introduction for Furlonge’s final chapter which outlines 
the ways that she takes both the listening practices archived and their civic lessons into 
the classroom. The challenge is not only to identify moments of listening in the material 
that students are presented with, but also to help students get attuned to the ethics that 
come with centralizing listening as a way of being. For Furlonge, “Helping students learn 
to listen, to be attentive to others, and to be discerning of all the talk that comes their way 
can lead to enduring understanding about themselves and the ways in which they want 
to engage with and change their world” (118). It is here that Furlonge lays out the true 
stakes of listening. In this context, listening acts as an aid to community formation by 
allowing better engagement, openness, and curiosity. Listening also becomes a way to 
connect to listening as a practice with specific African American resonances.  
 
Race Sounds transforms listening into something that isn’t about passivity or silence. In 
Furlonge’s deft analysis, listening becomes a whole body possibility, a possibility with 
black radical roots. To see the way these potentialities are encoded in language, if we 
know how to arc toward them, allows us to read the world differently. In addition to 
learning to sound out in our heads, we might become more able to feel webs of 
connection, enabling responsibility and providing enough stillness to encourage the 
unfolding of a world already there but not always perceived. 
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