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Abstract

Embedded in approaches from the anthropology of the senses and sensory ethnography, data from a
doctoral project is used to investigate how research into auditory sensory perception can be methodically
realised. The research project entitled “Searching for ‘Sound’” uses an actor-centred approach to investigate
doing sound and sound perception in the context of an ethnography of auditory culture, specifically the hi-
fi scene and its listening culture. The focus is on the challenge of explicating perception and various forms
of external and self-observation.
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1. Introduction

Listening to music has been one of the most popular leisure activities in Germany for years.
According to the latest ‘Leisure Time Monitor’ survey by the ‘BAT Stiftung fur Zukunftsfragen’
(Foundation for Future Studies), 82% of the 3,000 respondents aged 18 and over said they listen to
music at least once a week. [1] Acoustic accompaniment to everyday life is therefore very popular
among the population. From the perspective of empirical cultural studies as a science of everyday
life, the following questions arise with regard to such reports: Where, in what social setting and
everyday leisure activities do people listen to music? What medium is used to listen to music - after
all, it can be assumed that the music listened to is (also) “technologically produced and mediated
sound” [2].

So who listens to what music and how? In short, what significance does this activity have for
music listeners? These questions can be applied to a special group of people who explicitly practise
listening to music as a hobby and who attribute particular importance to listening in their own four
walls. This refers to the hi-fi scene that exists in various Western and European countries, including
Germany, the country under investigation. The members of this scene have a special relationship to
‘listening to music’, which they practise via a scene-specific ‘doing hi-fi sound’. I am focussing on
this ‘doing’ in my doctoral project and am therefore looking at the scene-specific meaning of ‘sound’,
concentrating on the German-speaking world. Linked to this is always the question of how this
‘doing sound’ can be researched from an ethnographic perspective. Because sound is a fleeting
medium. Sounds resound, they reach our ears and they fall silent. The sound we have just heard is
gone forever; it is gone almost as soon as it is heard. This volaitility not only poses a general challenge
for the object of investigation ‘sound’ - when it is almost permanently disappearing - but also for its
perception and processing as a ‘datum’ in ethnographic research.

In order to focus on this problem, I would like to invite to a methodical walk to explore
approaches to counter this. After an introductory warm-up, I will summarise established approaches
and methods, which I will illustrate with examples from my PhD project. In this project based at the
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KU Eichstatt-Ingolstadt with the working title ‘Searching for Sound’ I choose an actor-centred
approach to the world of sound perception within the framework of an ethnography of auditory
culture. The project focuses on forms of ‘conscious’ private music reception based on the hi-fi scene
and its listening culture. It asks how ‘sound’ in its material, affective-sensual, physical and lifeworld
dimensions is negotiated, produced and manufactured by music listeners. The research can thus be
understood as an “ethnography of sound” [3], which “set out to describe and reflect upon the sound
world of a particular group of people who may share a space or who are linked through a set of
shared practices.”[3]

While previous research on the so-called hi-fi discourse has taken a historical approach,
examining scene magazines [4][5] or trade fairs [6], for example, in this actor-centred approach I
focus on private listeners and scene members. In doing so, I explore the question of how they search
for, construct and find ‘sound’ in their homes. Using the ethnographic approach as a method [7][8],
I conducted formal and informal interviews with scene members and carried out participant
observations. I visited nine hi-fi trade fairs and some scene events in German-speaking countries and
conducted in-depth interviews with around 30 people. Some of these people contacted me via a call
for research in an online forum or I found them via the snowball system. I visited some people at
home and listened to music with them on their systems.

I came into contact with the hi-fi scene through my previous work as director of the Radio
Museum and intensified this for my research. Just as there is no such thing as ‘the’ hi-fi scene, there
is no such thing as ‘the’ hi-fi listener - the scene and its members are too ambivalent for that.
Nevertheless, to give a picture, it can be stated that my field of research is strongly male-dominated
and that my research participants were born between 1950 and 1970. Their years of birth fall within
a historically significant period with regard to the ‘hi-fi world’. While the term ‘high fidelity’ had
been around since the 1930s, it was given a concrete definition and purpose from the mid-1960s
onwards. In Germany, the so-called ‘hi-fi standard’ regulated the combinability of components and
guaranteed a certain level of quality for the sound image. [9]

The aim of ‘High Fidelity’ was the “creation of a high-quality sound offering that is orientated
towards people's perceptual capacities” [10]. This brings the special listening form of the scene into
focus, which is aesthetically and technically charged and determined. [10]

‘The question of ‘correct’ hearing characterises the high-fidelity discourse. Technical
measurement tests are contrasted with our own perception of sounds [...]."[11] [5] Against this
background, it is extremely important for ethnographers to understand how scene-specific listening
is practised, i.e. ‘how’ it is heard and perceived aurally. If there are also ideas of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
listening, then these must be tracked down, described and questioned with regard to their realisation.
Such specific “forms of analytical listening” [11] and thus this specific form of perception have not
yet been described from an ethnographic perspective, especially in the field of cultural studies.

The listening practice of the hi-fi scene follows a specific reception dispositive [12] with regard
to ‘correct listening’, which locates the seated and silent listener in the line of sight of the system,
consisting of loudspeakers and the playback system, whereby there is also a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
sitting in the so-called ‘sweet spot’ [13]. In this physical situation and perceptive reception posture,
I also listened in and with the field, in living rooms at home or at trade fairs. During this research I
was confronted with methodological challenges regarding the question of how to ethnographically
research and record auditory perception. As described above, ‘sound’ and its perception is not a
phenomenon that can be observed or described visually, which is why participant observation, as it
is ‘usually’ carried out, reaches its methodological and epistemological limits [14]. I would therefore
like to find out what other approaches are possible within ethnographic research.

In the research process, I have encountered some peculiarities, irritations and surprising paths
in this regard, which I take as an opportunity to reflect on how sound perception can be
ethnographically researched, recorded and made accessible. I will describe these problems and
possible approaches in three points. The first point is the phenomenon of ‘silencing’ the field, which
is the starting point for methodological reflection. With participant observation and learning the



language of the field, two established research approaches are attempted, whereby these are adapted
to the object of investigation of sound reception.

My aim is to use these observations by others and myself to sensitise people to the difficulty, but
also to the possibilities, of exploring sensory, in this case auditory, perception. I summarise the key
findings on these aspects in a conclusion.

2. Warm-up and equipment check

Before we embark on the methodological path, let's first take a look at our equipment: what
approaches do we have in our ‘luggage’? Overall, it can be observed that research into the senses in
the field of empirical cultural studies has experienced an upswing in the last ten to fifteen years. It
is based on approaches from the ‘anthropology of the senses’ and is linked to the ‘affective turn’
[15], in which the focus on the body, feelings and senses can be localised.

After the ‘senses’ were marginalised in scientific research for a long time, especially with regard
to the sense of hearing [16]. “However, by excluding the affective realm of the researchers
themselves, cultural studies also managed until recently to overlook the sensory perception of those
being researched.” [16] As mentioned above, this has recently changed, both in terms of focussing
on sensory perception as a research topic and the inclusion of the emotions and affects of the
research subjects [17], which is certainly also related to the establishment of autoethnographic
approaches. [18] The shift towards the sensual can be observed in various disciplines, such as in the
historical sciences [19], which have turned their attention to historical sounds and soundscapes, as
well as in musicology and sociology [20]. Some approaches are united in interdisciplinary sound
studies and are also represented by Science and Technology Studies. As far as Empirical Cultural
Studies are concerned, it can be said that the first sporadic approaches in the 1980s and 1990s saw a
strong upswing in the last decade. [16] From this point onwards, the so-called ‘affective turn’ [15],
can be observed, a turn towards feelings and affects. [21][22] Associated with this, the body also
increasingly came into focus, with “perceptions and experiences of the world through the body
increasingly taking centre stage in analytical attention” [23].

For ethnographic research, which includes, for example, conversations and participant
observation, this meant that questions about the methodological use of the (researcher's) body
increasingly arose and, inspired by the ‘Anthropology of Senses’ [17] [24] and autoethnographic
approaches, answers were increasingly found. [22][25] The question of perception plays a
particularly important role in ethnographic research methodology, which is based on participant
observation and conversations in all kinds of situations and always in interaction with people, places
and situations. After all, one's own impressions are written down, for example in memory protocols
and later in the analysis, and are thus also included in the data corpus. [7] In empirical cultural
studies, the focus on the senses and (one's own) physical sensations and experiences has been and
continues to be discussed under two aspects: On the one hand, it is generally about the stronger
thematisation of senses and affective phenomena as an object of investigation; on the other hand,
there is a tendency to integrate sensory experience more strongly into the research process itself.
[25] In a way, my research project combines these two strands. From a methodological point of view,
we are thus in the realm of sensory ethnography, the speciality of which Jochen Bonz emphasises:
“From a methodological point of view, sensual ethnography emphasises self-exposure and attentive
perception, which in principle forms an integral part of the ethnographic method of participant
observation.” [26] Sensual ethnography stresses what is already inherent in ethnographic research:
attentive observation ‘with all senses’. Here, too, different degrees of involvement of one's own body
are possible, sometimes it is indeed pure observation, but sometimes researchers are also physically
involved themselves or try to experience cultural phenomena and social practices of a field ‘on their
own bodies’ [27]. This is not only about becoming physically aware of one's own self, but also about
becoming aware of one's own person, the role assumed, implicit assumptions and any existing
frameworks. ‘Conscious’ subjectivity in the research process, for example in the context of



autoethnographic observations, serves to make the subject matter comprehensible, to clarify and to
fathom it.
With these introductory words in mind, we now set out to discover methodological approaches.

3. Methodical Steps and Stumbling blocks

3.1. Talking and Not-Talking

During my field visits and discussions, I was confronted with a phenomenon that, to stay with
the metaphor, signifies a first steep ascent up the methodological path: I was confronted with the
fact that the field (from my point of view) fell silent with regard to my actual research interest. This
‘silencing’ was evident, for example, at the trade fairs I visited, where commercial suppliers presented
their products in demonstrations and workshops while the visitors sat in front of the systems to
listen. What was remarkable here was the particular silence with which the audience reacted to what
they were hearing - or did not react, at least not visibly and therefore hardly comprehensible for
participating observers. The observational data collection instrument therefore did not provide any
data on the object of investigation. I had no choice but to note in my field notes: ‘Nobody talks’.

The silencing of the field took place in another way that was initially irritating for me: Although
the scene members told me in great detail and comprehensively about their hi-fi hobby in the
interviews - the conversations often lasted three to four hours - they have hardly thematised ‘sound’
or its perception. Asked directly or indirectly to describe their affective sound experiences, the
participants talked in detail about their devices such as amplifiers or speakers, about the construction
of their system, about purchases, repairs and optimisations to components and their technical
characteristics.

The ‘search for sound’ as an original research topic developed more and more into a matter of
the researcher searching for ‘sound’ in the field. This represents the starting point for further
methodological considerations, which are presented below.

3.2. Observing

After this challenging climb, we now unpack the binoculars from our methodical rucksack. After
all, one methodical response to this challenge can be ‘observation’, or more specifically, the
observation of one's own perception. Even if the field falls silent, there is still the possibility of
making one's own researcher body epistemically fruitful. According to Jochen Bonz, “sensual
ethnography meets with the increasingly practised autoethnographic research approach in the
conviction that without the researcher's own intensive experience with the object of investigation,
no knowledge about it is possible. [26] In a field situation at a trade fair, I experienced how my own
body experience contrasts with the observed body behaviour of my field. During various
presentations, I noticed how my body reacted to the music with movement: My foot, my knee, my
toes bounce along, my shoulders sway, my head tilts to the beat. This action is in complete contrast
to the situation of the field players, who sit still, rigid and silent. I was really stunned - my physical-
auditory impression and my visual impression in the room simply didn't match.

This description of a embodied difference between myself and people in the field shows that,
according to Friederike Faust and Stefan Heissenberger, the bodies of the researchers “position
themselves relationally to the bodies of the research participants and [...] thus open up certain
perspectives for us” [28]. By recording my bodily reactions, i.e. by auto-ethnographically “reflecting
on my own experience” [29], I arrive at statements about sound expectations, listening modes and
forms of reception - with regard to myself and, in contrast, also about the field. The “lack of
understanding for the foreign listening experience” [30] articulated by me here as part of the
“ethnographic alienation” [30] is based on the contrast to my “own, bodily listening attitude” [30],
the reflection of which represents a further element of the research methodology.

Therefore, the irritating self-observation in turn enabled further analytical and methodological
developments. This was possible because I took my experiences into my conversations. If the field



actors could not talk to me about their emotional and physical reactions, my idea was to try to
thematise my bodily reactions. The idea was that this could be a relief for the interviewees, as I
assumed that they would be uncomfortable talking about their own feelings. My own observation of
myself, in which I outed myself as an ‘outsider’, was a vehicle for triggering discussions about the
behaviour I had observed. This led, for example, to insights into field-specific forms of reception and
triggered statements about own physical actions when listening.

Based on various observations and statements, my assumption is that the reason for not speaking
and not reacting physically is a fear of leaving oneself defenceless, so to speak. By naming your own
perceptions and feelings, you would make yourself vulnerable. You don't want to expose yourself to
this risk when meeting unknown people. Your own hearing is too closely linked to your own person,
your own body, your own identity. Hearing people are sensitive and vulnerable, especially in this
field that is strongly characterised by technical norms. This is because the hi-fi scene recognises
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ hearing, with strong technically justified beliefs in objectification. As a
researcher, I was able to act ‘more freely’ in the field in this respect, as it is obvious that I am not
part of the scene and that the usual (physical) behaviours there do not apply to me and do not need
to be applied.

For the next methodological metres, it is therefore appropriate to make yourself vulnerable as a
researcher by communicating your own sensory impressions. Opening up to the researcher gives
the researched person a leap of faith. By mirroring their own feelings, it is easier for the other person
to enter this affective-emotional level and describe their own sensory impressions. The researcher
experiences the scepticism and reluctance to disclose her own bodily experiences’ first-hand and can
therefore understand the reservations about showing her own vulnerability. [22] According to my
field experience, making oneself vulnerable enables a breakthrough into the world of meaning of
others.

3.3. Learning Language

A second challenge shared by the field and the researcher concerns verbalisation. Verbal
statements about perception come up against verbal limits, but, according to Katrin Amelang and
others, despite the problems of translation, words must be found for physical states [3]. This takes
us into the thicket of explication on our walk. Field and researcher are equally challenged to explicate
their perceptions and to find linguistic forms of expression [31].

Realising how difficult this is for my interviewees, I tried to provide narrative support by asking
them about their memories of particular music and sound experiences. Precisely because listening
experience and (body) memory are closely related [32][33], I hoped that the interviewees would find
access to their emotions at the time through the reminiscent narrative, and possibly also a way to
describe them. For example, I asked: “Can you remember any musical experience that really left a
lasting impression on you and that you still remember today? It totally touched me, flashed me...?”
This actually works to a certain extent, as interviewees tell me about “goosebump” moments or
experiences that “really got to them”. Nevertheless, two interviewees break off at a certain point.
They find it hard" to put into words’ or can't “explain” “because it [...] is such an emotional story.”

Another methodological aid to facilitate speaking was listening together. As a “researcher
participating in listening” [ 30], it was important for me to experience the practice of listening on my
own body, with my own senses in the everyday and listening spaces of the scene members [34]. This
also allowed me to observe the interlocutors with their bodies, in their location in space, in their
listening posture. “A bodily hearing perspective encompasses all these habitualised listening
expectations and archived sound memories.” [30] I visited 18 of my dialogue partners at home and
listened to music with them. They showed me their systems, they or I selected the music on CD,
vinyl or via streaming. We sat listening on the sofa or in armchairs and the music, what we listened
to together, was enough of an occasion to talk about ‘sound’. The concrete integration of the shared
sensory experience into the research situation was elementary, as evidenced by the fact that the
participants relaxed noticeably and talked more freely.



If it was not possible to listen together, the interviewees found it much more difficult to explain
their perception of sound. One interviewee tried to describe a disappointing listening experience at
a trade fair to me, as ‘something’ was missing for him: ,Um, if you were to ask me about that
Something, I wouldn't even be able to elaborate on it. If I were sitting there and heard that, I could
tell you straight away: that's missing. But it's difficult to analyse it now, isn't it?’

Finally, after much careful listening, I would like to show another methodical way of finding the
‘sound’ in the field. As mentioned at the beginning, the interviewees spoke at length about their
devices. In the course of the research, I learnt to recognise and understand this as their language, as
their ‘speaking about sound’. After all, "learning the language of the field” [35] is part of “the
ethnographic desideratum” [35]. In the de-thematisation and over-thematisation of the material, the
field's own way of speaking about sound is revealed by means of the devices. The sound
characteristics of the devices, often technically argued, make it possible to extract insights into the
sound aesthetics of the scene and listening expectations. I ask one person: ,How would you describe
the sound of the loudspeakers?“ And the answer is not a description of the sound, but a reference to
the solid, high-quality technical features of the device: “They have a decent bass foundation. They
also have a decent tweeter.” They are talking about the technical characteristics of the devices, as
these are responsible for the sound according to field logic. The components used and their quality
determine the sound and the technical features are vocabulary for certain ascribed sonic qualities.

4. Cool Down and Conclusion

After this eventful walk, I come to the cool-down and summarise. As has been shown, “[the] self-
evidence of sensory perception and interpretation [...] has long been overlooked by a disembodied
folklore and/or cultural anthropology, precisely because these processes are not necessarily
accessible to the eye” [36]. Although the focus on the perception of research subjects and researchers
strengthens sensual approaches, the problem remains that purely visual observation, on which
‘classical’ participant observation is based, is not (or no longer) sufficient to investigate such
phenomena. However, turning to the inclusion of the body opens up new challenges for
ethnographic methodology: “The return of the body to methodological reflection (...) starts with the
basically long-known ‘translation difficulties’. Looking at one's own use of the body as a researcher
(...) continues to provoke the question of how implicit bodily experience, body-bound experiences,
affective states and sensory perceptions can be recorded and analysed.” [22]

Ethnographic data collection is doubly challenged when investigating sound perception: not only
is the object of investigation itself fleeting, but the physical and emotional reaction to what is heard
is also fleeting and immaterial. Here, too, the mood that has just been experienced is constantly
disappearing. A brief goose bump, a flashback of a few seconds or other, often unconscious reactions
to acoustics are not permanent. What's more, these reactions are often non-verbal. The emotions to
the sounds are just as invisible as the sounds themselves. And we often find it difficult to put these
emotions into words. Ethnographic research is confronted with a phenomena of speechlessness,
missing concepts, problematic verbalisation and complicated explication. [23] [37] Therefore, the
specific language learning of the field is of particular importance in order to be able to recognize and
translate verbal and non-verbal utterances. The vocabulary of the field sometimes does not match
the language that the researcher expects or is able to converse in. Recognizing and working through
this language barrier as a limit to access and understanding can lead to new insights for the analysis
of the field situation and what happens in it. According to field logic, this specific 'doing sound' takes
place in the ("right") combination of different actors: According to the interviewees, space,
technology and their own physical location lead to 'good sound'. Based on the field research
(narrative conversations, listening to music together), an exciting symptomatology emerged: when
asked to describe their affective sound experiences, the participants talk in detail about systems,
amplifiers and loudspeakers as well as their attributed acoustic properties. The article took this
tension between im-materialities as an opportunity to present the challenges and possibilities of
researching (sensual) perception. Only by observing my own physical reactions in contrast to those



of the field actors, only by concentrating on myself as a subject and my body, was I able to recognise
fundamental barriers and hurdles in the research process as such. These include, for example,
different aesthetic conceptions of ‘sound’ and its forms of reception, which in turn are expressed in
the positioning of one's own body and in dealing with affects. In the exemplary case of the hi-fi
scene, for example, this concerns the physical-spatial localisation within the reception dispositive.
“If one takes the implications of the fundamental contextuality of musical experience seriously, it is
important to empirically analyse precisely these dispositives in order to better understand the
significance of the technologies used in each case for the genesis of musical emotions.” [12] And it is
precisely for this particularity that the researcher's own experience is suitable. Ethnographic
research addresses this with various forms of storing experiences: These are translated into notes
and writing and recorded and stored using technical aids such as videos. According to Georg
Breidenstein and others, “ethnography also means [..] the professionalised competence of
verbalising the non-linguistic”. [7] Whilst learning the language of the field and during their own
sensory experience, there is also the particular challenge of what Jochen Bonz describes as ‘self-
exposure’. [26] Researchers sometimes find themselves in situations in which they are explicitly
asked to express themselves in front of and in the field. Expressing oneself means externalising one's
own feelings and impressions - sometimes a delicate undertaking in the research process. For my
research, however, this often meant overcoming barriers and building mutual trust.

This article showed various methodological possibilities for dealing with these problems and
exploring sensory phenomena and practices. Specifically, various methodological forms of access
and their challenges from the spectrum of sensory ethnography were presented, such as
autoethnography, narrative-recalling speech and the shared sensory experiences. I am aware that
this selection can sometimes be very field-specific, I suspect that, especially in the field of the senses,
adapted approaches are required that are appropriate for the respective field situation. In order to
make the world of experience of the field actors and researchers ethnographically accessible and to
collect data, there are other approaches, such as participatory artistic methods [37], the greater
inclusion of body language or the analysis of metaphors used to describe sensory perceptions. [32]

My aim with this article is to encourage other researchers to think about how much of their
bodies, how much of ‘themselves’ there is in their research, because “science is always also embodied
practice and always makes use of researchers’ bodies in some form.” [12]
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