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WILL KELLOGG regards his headphones with a degree of shame. In New York City, where
people proudly brandish their bright-white wireless AirPods, he listens to music through a “do
they even make those anymore?” wirebound set. As the 26-year-old administrator for a
Brooklyn theater company confessed: “I still use corded headphones.” In late December, he
vented his perceived aural inferiority in a Twitter missive, framing a recent quote by Catherine
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Zeta-Jones—“I will not apologize for being rich, beautiful and famous”—as something AirPod
owners might say to a poor soul like him.

Mr. Kellogg’s riff is just one entry in a large, still growing library of tweets based on the
meme that, when it comes to sound, AirPods are the superior tech/fashion status symbol.

Most of these viral tweets satirize the idea that AirPod owners flaunt their affluence. “Just
bought some AirPods and then I got a call from Bill Gates asking to hang out this weekend, it
feels nice being in the top 1%,” reads a 2018 tweet from Miami college student Miguel Amaro
that’s amassed over 15,000 likes. Though Apple’s $159 headphones were released in December
of 2016, this recent wave of internet jokes has seemingly propelled them to a new level of
desirability. Mr. Amaro, 19, who subscribes to that cause-effect theory, said he’s observed more
and more people with AirPods “since it became a meme.”

Apple does not release sales figures for AirPods, but Google Trends, the search engine’s in-
house index, charted that interest in AirPods in terms of Google searches was more than nine
times higher this past Christmas than it was at the same time in 2016, right after their release.

Though design nerds have fetishized the clean look of Apple products since Steve Jobs’s early
days, the AirPods’s trendiness seems to be a pure internet-age phenomenon. For starters, their
unmistakable appearance—like crystallized globs of sweat that dangle from each ear—is ripe
for meme-ifcation. And that $159 price sits right in the sweet spot: just expensive enough to
impress, but cheap enough that young, digitally savvy people can actually buy them.

“What people consider luxury items has changed throughout the years,” said Mr. Amaro. In our
always plugged-in moment, headphones can easily outrank clothing as an important
investment. “I don’t think as much about the clothes I’m wearing every day,” said the
Brooklynite Mr. Kellogg, “but my headphones, my phone, I use those constantly….they just feel
ubiquitous in our lives [in a way] that maybe other markers of luxury aren’t.” No less than the
French fashion house Dior seemed to accord AirPods luxury status when it sent models with
leather AirPod cases strung around their necks down the Paris runway last month.

Yet few audiophiles would say that AirPods provide the best sound. “There’s way better
headphones like Bose,” said Los Angeles comedian Trevor Wallace. In his contribution to the
meme, the 26-year-old made a YouTube video titled “Wears AirPods Once” that sardonically
dramatizes, as he put it, “this prestigious guy who is better than the world because he doesn’t
have wires.” The viral success of the video, which has been viewed 1.66 million times, initially
confounded Mr. Wallace, but he’s come to think of AirPods as something that’s transcended the
tech world and become a bigger phenomenon: “I think it’s a fashion statement.”

Beats by Dre’s $200, all-black “Powerbeats” may boast better sound quality, and Louis Vuitton’s
swaggeringly priced $1,000 wireless headphones are more obviously a “luxury,” but, in the
headphones market niche, AirPods have become the most conspicuous form of consumerist
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flexing. Alezander Aguilar, a 17-year-old who attends high school in the San Francisco Bay Area,
likened AirPods to Nike sneakers because they’re an item that his fellow students save or beg
for and then flaunt at school. When kids put on their AirPods, he said, “they’re like, ‘Look at me
I’m rich.’”

“People are so into brand things they don’t appreciate stuff that is not trendy,” said Mr. Aguilar,
who largely credits the trendiness of AirPods to social media. He admits to playing his part in
fueling the Twitter mania: In a tweet that has garnered over 550,000 likes and nearly 100,000
retweets, he recounted how his 8-year-old cousin received a pair of AirPods this past Christmas
and proceeded to march around the house proclaiming that they had suddenly made him feel
like a billionaire. One more viral meme to keep AirPods in the air.

Write to Jacob Gallagher at Jacob.Gallagher@wsj.com
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