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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

Sonic Enclosures 

by 

John Covington Burnett 

Master of Arts in Music 

University of California San Diego, 2019 

Professor Katharina Rosenberger, Chair 

Through the emergence of mass data collection, individuals consciously and 

unconsciously feed a continuous stream of data into databases which aggregate the 

information from all of its users and simultaneously use it to modulate their behavior – 

extending the disciplines of sovereignty into societies of control. The feature which 

differentiates this environment from capitalism in the early twentieth century is its 

encoding of the subject into several of these enclosures simultaneously, as several 
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corporate and government entities have their own distinct data representations of any 

given individual.  My installation work enclosures attempts to simulate such a system of 

control through technological mediation and explorations of sonic affect. This thesis 

examines the ways in which enclosures technologically and affectively embodies 

societies of control in addition to drawing on the work of Steve Goodman and Joanna 

Demers to explore various features of the installation.
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Introduction 

In “Postscript on the Societies of Control”, Gilles Deleuze presents the 

postmodern condition as a transient system of controlled interiors within which subjects 

are molded to “disciplines.”1  Through the emergence of mass data collection, 

individuals consciously and unconsciously feed a continuous stream of data into 

databases which aggregate the information from all of its users and simultaneously use 

it to modulate their behavior – extending the disciplines of sovereignty into societies of 

control.2  The feature which differentiates this environment from capitalism in the early 

twentieth century is its encoding of the subject into several of these enclosures 

simultaneously, as several corporate and government entities have their own distinct 

data representations of any given individual.3  My installation work enclosures attempts 

to simulate such a system of control through technological mediation and explorations 

of sonic affect.  I will begin this essay with an examination of how the technological 

circumstances of enclosures gives way to the potential for exploitation.  With this 

framework established, I will then discuss the implications of the various “sound effects” 

that comprise the content of the work.   

                                                        
1 Deleuze 1992. 
2 Ibid, 4. 
3 Ibid, 5. 
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Overview of the Installation 

The experience of enclosures is as follows: an audience member is given a pair 

of headphones connected to a small bag (containing a computer) and are then informed 

that they may freely traverse the space.  In the process of exploring the space, which is 

contained within a large square area of a courtyard, the viewer eventually discovers 

boundaries demarcated by a loud sonic drone, which grows in volume as the listener 

travels further into it.  While no physical object impedes the viewer’s travel, the drone is 

capable of reaching a threatening decibel level, such that the listener instinctually backs 

away from it in the interest of self-preservation.  Having reached an impasse, the viewer 

wanders towards the center of the space.  Here, they find a low but steady drone which 

depicts the acoustics of a confined concrete chamber – an aural image at odds with the 

outdoor setting of the work.  Inside this distortion lies encounters with the sounds 

of metal objects being dragged through the space, seemingly emanating from various 

points in the virtual chamber. As the audience member explores further, they learn that 

the entire outer perimeter of the space is blockaded by the immense drone. In this 

moment they become conscious of their entrapment, imposed on the sonic level.  
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Figure 1. The viewer within the inner and outer ring. 

  

 The space is divided into three main spatial areas: the interior, the threshold, and 

the exterior.  In the interior, the viewer encounters a variety of self-propagating acoustic 

agents.  The first of these agents consists of a recording of an almglocken, a bell-like 

instrument, being modulated in pitch and spatialized such that it wonders through the 

space, to be encountered by the listener if they are in the same spatial location.  This 

sound wanders the physical space, constantly undergoing a process of pitch 

transformation.  The second agent consists of a recording of metal scraping down a 

concrete hallway.  This sound does not undergo any modulation but is spatialized such 

that it is constantly following the viewer from behind or from the side.  The passage to 

the exterior space is marked by an inner ring, which begins the crossfade into the 

drone, and an outer ring, which marks the point at which the drone is at full volume. 
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Technical Overview 

In order to create such a situation, position data is collected from the listener’s 

location, which is fed into a computer program that algorithmically generates 

the listener’s environment as it is traversed.  While the technological component of this 

work can be optimized through the use of GPS data, I have opted to follow the viewer 

visually and input the data into a smartphone application that updates the computer 

program creating the audio.  This scenario allows me to accommodate viewers who 

move between two points in quick succession in order to test the nature of the software.  

By exaggerating the change in sound, I am able to directly confirm to them that they 

are, in fact, being tracked.  Additionally, this approach mediates my contact with the 

viewer, presenting them with uncanny human responsiveness to their movements. 
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The Assemblage 

 In order to examine this work, I have chosen to draw strongly upon the theories 

and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari.  While I do incorporate the work of other authors 

as well, my use of Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology in this essay merits some 

clarification.  In this section I will give a general overview of some of the terminology I 

will be using throughout this discussion as well as proposing applications of these ideas 

to the realm of interactive media art. 

 One of the fundamental organizing principles in this work stems from Deleuze 

and Guattari’s notion of the assemblage, which refers to the rhizomatic interconnections 

of a set of desiring machines.  Deleuze and Guattari characterizes the nature of the 

desiring machine as follows: 

Desire and its object are one and the same thing: the machine as a 
machine of a machine. Desire is a machine, and the object of desire 
another machine connected to it.4 
 

In unraveling this statement for our purposes, I find it useful to view desire from the 

perspective of an audio synthesizer.  Here we can view our subject (the initial source of 

desire) as the audio source, while the desiring machines take the form of audio effects 

which are fed the signal (the flow of desire) and act upon or intensify it to produce an 

altered signal.  These effects may be chained together to further augment this signal 

and form an assemblage.  

 The perspective of the assemblage allows for a number of means of dissecting a 

structural system.  Most notably, the notion of the strata allows us to discuss 

overarching parameters of an assemblage, which emerge as combinations of 

parameters of the desiring machines.  For example, a system of delay effects in a 

                                                        
4 Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 26. 
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synthesizer may result in a pitch-shifting effect, despite pitch not being an explicit 

parameter of these delay effects.  Thus pitch is one of many strata in which we may 

operate on this assemblage.  To give a more corporeal example, the individual – an 

assemblage of organs – can be viewed through the strata of position (as Cartesian 

coordinates), mass (in grams), temperature (in Fahrenheit), financial standing (as a 

credit score), and so on.  

 I will extend this framework a step further towards the notions of the dividual and 

modulation. “Postscript on the Societies of Control” examines a particularly nefarious 

form of assemblage which ensnares the individual.  In this system, one’s identity – 

represented by one’s name, social security number, or some other means of official 

identification – serves as the key to a databank of strata which create a dissociated 

portrait of the individual.  The data may come in the forms of position, web browser 

history, financial history, and so on to create a malleable form of the individual, one 

which may be modulated by desiring machines affixed to process these strata.  

Interactive media art affords the ability to implement these ideas through the use 

of sensors that collect data in an attempt to project the presence of the audience 

member into a quantified format.  For example, in this installation the audience member 

appears – within the multimedia assemblage that is the software running the installation 

– simply as a 2D coordinate in space.  The software uses the strata of position to decide 

what sound is to be fed into the headphones.  If the coordinates of the listener’s position 

extend beyond the inner ring, the sound is altered in a way that causes the listener to 

step back from that ring, thereby modulating their position. 
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Societies of Control 

 The medium of my work enclosures results in a microcosmic simulation of 

societies of control as laid out in “Postscript on Societies of Control.”  For Deleuze, such 

an environment is differentiated from a society of sovereignty, which aimed “to rule… 

rather than to administer,”5 insofar as it is a fluid enclosure which modulates the 

individual rather than condemns them.  Here, “rule” implies a technocratic 

implementation of law rather a reactionary system of dissuasion from certain acts 

(administration). As Deleuze writes: 

Enclosures are molds, distinct castings, but controls are modulation, like a 
self-deforming cast that will continuously change from one moment to 
other, or like a sieve whose mesh will transmute from point to point.6 
 

My work exhibits this trait of modulation through its adaption to the viewer’s position, 

governing the viewer’s ability to interact with the space and administering locations they 

may inhabit without impedance.  A key trait of this situation is the viewer’s retained 

agency in being able to travel to these restricted areas, despite the sonic onslaught.  

What is inescapable for the listener is the “modulating principle” of the sonic affect 

present in these locations.7  

Formally, a modulating principle relies on a quantitative encoding of the individual 

into a dividual, the individual themselves serving only as a signifier for this data.  This 

relationship is analogous to the notions of the virtual and the actual, where “the virtuals, 

encircling the actual, perceptually renew themselves by emitting yet others, with which 

they are in turn surrounded and which go on in turn to react upon the actual.”8  In this 

                                                        
5 Deleuze 1992, 4. 
6 Ibid, 4. 
7 Ibid, 5. 
8 Deleuze 2002, 149. 
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context, the (actual) individual is constantly being parsed as the key to some data value 

which trickles through its (virtual) bureaucratic system to calculate a modulating value.  

The modulation is then applied to the individual in their actual form, influencing their 

dividual value – derived from the subjective response to the modulation – in a recursive 

process.  

In enclosures, this relationship is complicated by my mediation in the collection 

process, as it is through my own subjectivity that the data is parsed and passed to the 

computer program.  My relationship with the viewer in this circumstance exists as an 

assemblage formed from the translation of my will and sensorial awareness of the 

listener into the modulating principle, thus it is through the modulating principle that this 

will is expressed.9  One of the many dangers of such a situation arises from the 

mutation of the typical communication pipeline, wherein semiotic desire – what Kristeva 

defines as a “primal mapping of the body” or “the precondition to language” – is 

translated into an assemblage of affects rather than into language.10  By transmitting will 

on this strata, the individual is given no means of negotiation or retaliation.  In 

enclosures, this defeat is denoted not through language but physiologically, by stepping 

away from the impasse or existing within it.  

 

  

                                                        
9 Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 75-110. 
10 Kristeva, 72. 
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Dissociating Space 

If one chooses not to cross the threshold and backs away, they will find 

themselves in an artificial acoustic emplacement created by the ambience of concrete 

walls.  This cognitive disconnect is further exacerbated by the subtle shifts in the 

spatialization of the audio that prevents the listener from identifying or localizing any 

details of the space besides its material.  In his analysis of the Japanese horror video-

game Silent Hill, William Cheng connects the industrial “anti-aesthetic” with the game’s 

soundscape in discussing its use of diegetic and non-diegetic sounds.11  enclosures 

takes a similar approach to dissociating space by blurring not only the dimensions and 

orientation of the room, but also by filtering out the higher frequencies of this low drone 

to call into question its referential properties.  

 

  

                                                        
11 Cheng, 9. 
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Acoustic Virology 

This distorted acoustic chamber serves as an incubator for sonic agents that 

grow to inhabit this virtual environment over the course of the installation, a situation 

mirrored within the form of the work itself.  As Deleuze writes:  “the societies of control 

operate with machines… whose passive danger is jamming and whose active one is 

piracy and the introduction of viruses.”12  Steve Goodman expands this notion of the 

virus into an audio virology, which is laid out as follows: 

Methodologically, an audio virology implies the transcription of the 
terminology of music markets and antimarkets; individual artists or 
producers, for example, become carriers, events become incidents of 
outbreak, scenes become fields of contagion, trade becomes an exchange 
of contagious sonic fluids or particles, radio becomes a literal transmission 
network, and acoustic cyberspace, in both its analog and digital domains, 
becomes an epidemiological field of affective contagion.13 

 
From this perspective, enclosures cultivates “self-differentiating acoustic agencies and 

artificial sonic life-forms” on several of its strata, the most immediate case of this being 

the literal transmission of audio to the listener.14  These contagions are also found within 

enclosures’ concrete interior, where processed recordings of metal being dragged 

through a similarly reverberant environment are gradually encountered more frequently 

as these sonic beings grow into their mature forms.  More broadly, the generative 

nature of this work is itself viral in that it evolves according to the unyielding 

“bioevolutionary rules” written into the computer code producing it.  These algorithms, 

on the highest level, dictate the arrangement of audio samples in time as well as the 

modulation of sound processing techniques.  On a lower level, binary operations within 

the CPU of the computer grant the (virtual) virus a (real) hardware manifestation.  

                                                        
12 Deleuze 1992, 6. 
13 Goodman, 130. 
14 Ibid, 131. 
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Together, these computations form the genetic encoding of the virus, which continues to 

proliferate until its code ceases to execute.  
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Crossing the Threshold 

 In choosing to cross the threshold, the viewer finds themselves faced with a 

sublime drone and the invocation of the infinite.  Joanna Demers’ describes the 

experience of drone music as “the moment when one’s toes clench the precipice shortly 

before, or the moment immediately preceding the apocalypse.”15  In performance, most 

audience members immediately retreated after their first encounter with the edge, a 

seemingly static impenetrable barrier.  However, a moment of listening reveals that this 

static monolith is in actuality an evolving sea of oscillators, proliferating on an 

imperceptibly grand scale.  As Demers writes, “we pass from moment to moment, too 

abject to grasp the unity in infinity.”16  Demers continues to posit a correlation between 

the apocalypse and the Hegelian emergence of subjectivity through encounters with 

mortality, resulting in an experience of frozen joy when confronted with such a massive 

sonic force. 17 

 The submersion of the individual into this monolithic force presents the possibility 

for the liberation of the subject.  Demers’s final conclusion presents a similar structure to 

Lacan’s notion of jouissance – a sublime eruption of the real into the symbolic.  In 

psychoanalytic terms, ambient drone can be classified as an abject, or  which Julia 

Kristeva defines as “jettisoned object” which draws one “towards the place where 

meaning collapses.”18  For Kristeva, the ultimate example of such a “non-object” is the 

dead body, as it represents the point in which “the entire body falls beyond the limit.”19  

                                                        
15 Demers, 103. 
16 Ibid, 106. 
17 Ibid, 108. 
18 Kristeva, 2. 
19 Ibid, 3. 
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The intersection of these texts cast the drone not as a sonic barrier, but as the threshold 

where the symbolic order of the internal space begins to collapse.  
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Conclusion 

 enclosures explores not only the affective potential of sonic control, but the 

possibilities for control presented by technology in its current form.  The technological 

modulation of bodies can already be seen quite clearly in the model of digital 

advertising, which uses the “metadata” of bodies as keys to input into a hash table 

which returns the subject presented in quantitative form.  Technology has allowed for 

the endless generation of new markets, each with its own mode of analysis, ensuring 

that individuals are continuously encoded further into the system.   

The administrations in charge never cease announcing supposedly 
necessary reforms: to reform schools, to reform industries, hospitals, the 
armed forces, prisons. But everyone knows that these institutions are 
already finished.20  

                                                        
20 Deleuze, 1992. 
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