ROBARTS

CENTRE FOR CANADIAN STUDIES

REFLECTIONS ON RESEARCH
ISSUE 24
JANUARY 2026

SCARBOROUGH THROUGH THE LENS OF
SOUND AND LITERATURE

AYSHA CAMPBELL (SHE/HER), MASTER OF ARTS IN HUMANITIES

Aysha Campbell is a recent Master of Arts in Humanities graduate from York University. She
is the recipients of the 2024 Leslie Sanders Prize for the Study of Canada and was awarded
the 2024 Canadian Studies Network Best MA Thesis/MRP in Canadian Studies. She is also a
recipient of the Blishen-Richmond Award in Sociology (2021-2022), Dean’s Award for
Research Excellence (DARE) (2021), the York University Continuing Student Scholarship
(2019-2020), Sayre Award for Best Undergraduate Research, and the Humanities Education
and Research Association (HERA) Undergraduate Research Prize (2020).

Tell us about your field and your
professional experiences before starting
your current studies.

| would probably fall under the ‘professional
student’ category, as | transferred to York after
completing my Social Service Worker diploma
at Centennial College. Shortly after completing
my undergrad degree in Sociology with a
certificate in Black Canadian Studies at York
University, | started my Masters in Humanities
at York. There was about a month between
completing my undergrad and starting my
Masters. | intend to complete my post-
secondary journey after teacher’s college, but
one never knows. As for professional
experiences, throughout my academic journey
| have worked as an administrator at a real
estate brokerage.

Tell us about your thesis and how it relates
to the study of Canada.

My project looks at the intersection of race,
space and sound using Scarborough as the
focal point. | foreground representations of
Scarborough in literature to argue that sound
is vital to understanding Scarborough because
it allows for a deeper and nuanced
conversation of the systems of oppression that

govern this neighbourhood. This is in contrast to
the visual, which can be limited to rudimentary
conversations regarding power dynamics within
a country that promotes colour blind politics
and tokenism.

This research project is divided into three
sections:  Listening  Differently, Mapping
Scarborough Sound, and Literary Sound &
Orality, to explore the ways in which
Scarborough literature uses sound to depict
and engage with the geography, its
happenings, and inhabitants. | point to the ways
in which depictions of sound alert readers to
the fullness and nuances of Scarborough life
that are often excluded from dominant
discourses in Canadian literary canon.

The texts | examined in this project include
David Chariandy's (2017) novel Brother,
Catherine Hernandez's (2017) novel
Scarborough, selections from Adrian de Leon,
Téa Mutonji and Natasha Ramoutar's (2021)
FEEL WAYS: A Scarborough Anthology, Adrian
de Leon's (2019) poetry collection Rouge,
Natasha Ramoutar's (2020) poetry collection
Bittersweet, as well as selected poetry by Peace,
EA.1 This interdisciplinary sound and literary
studies project is grounded in a Black, queer,
feminist lens to explore the following questions:
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(1) How does the intersection of sound and

literature map  Scarborough landscapes
differently? (2) What is made audible by
Scarborough literature that is otherwise

ignored and dismissed in dominant discourses
regionally and nationally? (3) How does
attuning ourselves to hear sound in literature
open Scarborough up to alternative
understandings and possibilities of diasporic
communities?

To answer these questions, | wuse an
interdisciplinary methodological approach that
consists of textual, cultural, and discursive
analysis of the various texts centred in this
project. Readings of these texts and my
subsequent analysis employ bell hooks' critique
of the West's governing systems of oppression
that hooks has coined as ‘imperialist, white
supremacist, capitalist, patriarchy"2 and Jennifer
Lynn Stoever's concept of the sonic colour line.®

What inspired you to do this work?

There were many influences that inspired me
to explore Scarborough for my project. One was
Dr. Ola Mohammed'’'s work on sound and the
Black nowhere* Prior to taking her class on
Black popular culture and reading her
dissertation, | did not consider the ways in
which sound not only shapes space but also
the way people navigate and move in those
spaces. The novel Brother by David Chariandy
(2017) was a large influence on my research as it
was the first novel that | read that centered
around my neighbourhood and our stories. The
novel also inspired me to look for other works
that centered around Scarborough and its
residents.

This might be too honest, but working and
schooling during the pandemic and the years
closely after really drained me, and | was over
academia and writing. | looked at my project as
my final hurrah and if it was really going to be

my final body of work, | wanted it to be about
something | cared for and something | could be
proud of — hence writing about my community.

What are 3-5 main takeaways you'd like
others to come away with?

1. sound is more than the aural requiring a
different listening practice. Sound is oral, it is
spatial, it is memory, it is infra and ultrasounds, it
is an approach and much more.

2. There are multiple ways in-which sound is
used to govern people and places, especially
those that are minoritized and marginalized.
Through reading my project we see how
Scarborough and its residents are an example of
this regulation via sound but also how they use
countersounds to challenge marginalization.

3. sound illuminates the gaps that the visual
alone fails to convey.

4. Scarborough scholars, artists, and creatives
through their works provide layers and nuance
to the depiction of Scarborough, its residents,
and their relationship to one another and this
geography, ultimately illuminating the various
ways that Scarborough like “joy issnot a
whispered story but a wailing manifesto”.

5. The work taken up in this project amplifies
the ways that creativity and community are
integral to Scarborough. Despite the violence,
silence, and grief that permeate Scarborough as
a result of the dispossession residents
experience, the literature alternatively registers
the textures of Black, Indigenous and racialized
lives in Scarborough.

The literature uses sound and sonic practices to
register beyond the reductive one dimensional
narrative prescribed to Scarborough and its
residents and attunes us to “how we are known
to ourselves and to each other, the ways we
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invent to know ourselves and each other, all

while surviving methods and disciplines that
6

absent us”.

Tell us what you enjoy the most about the
work you do.

What | enjoyed the most about my project was
reading Scarborough literature. Growing up |
was an avid reader, but | was never blessed to
read stories that took place or centered people
from my neighbourhood, so that was a
profound experience. | also really enjoy deep
reading and literature analysis.

Tell us about the challenges that you as a
researcher are experiencing or had to
overcome to do this work.

As mentioned earlier, | was really burnt out
when | was doing my masters due to the
pandemic and the continuous schooling with
only one summer break for about six years.
Thus, | had to battle a lot with my mental
health and internal motivation to finish my
project. I'm very grateful to my friends and
family who pushed me through to the finish
line.

Research wise, | had a hard time naming and
describing my methodological approach since
Humanities is so interdisciplinary and there is a
plethora of ways to approach a topic. To figure
out my methodology | had to reverse engineer
my project. It was only after | completed the
first two sections of my project that | did further
research to find terminology and descriptions of
methods that aligned with what | was doing in
my work.

After reflecting, | think my issue was trying to
put my project in a singular box. Once | released
myself from that limited thinking alongside
further research, | determined that my
framework for this project was interdisciplinary

methodological approaches, pulling from
disciplines such as history, sociology, sound
studies, Black feminist thought and Black
studies to conduct textual, cultural, and
discursive analysis of the various texts centered
in my project.

What advice, lessons, or tips do you have for
those starting their academic journey?

1. Commitment, endurance, and consistency
are just as important as intelligence in
successfuly completing your degree.

2.0ne’s academic journey is often viewed as an
individual process when in actuality it is a
communal effort. To make it to the end in one
piece, a strong support network is needed.
Make friends in class, connect with your
professors, join groups, rely on your family and
be vocal with your needs.

3.When it comes to grad school, stay true to
your interests and passions, as it is easy to get
discouraged or led astray. But it is those
interests and passions that get you through the
demotivated moments and crossing the stage
with your degree in hand.

What are the next steps in your research?

My next step school wise, is probably applying
for teachers’ college. Between applications | will
be working with Dr. Ola Mohammed on her
“Ends to Ends” project, exploring Black
experiences within London, England and
Toronto, Canada through sound, geography,
urban planning and literature.
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