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I. 

The OED defines listening as “the action of the verb ‘to listen’, meaning ‘to hear 

attentively; to give ear to; to pay attention to (a person speaking or what is said).” Unlike 

hearing, then, listening is understood to involve a deliberate channelling of attention 

towards a sound. It is not so much that listening is somehow separate from or opposed to 

hearing; indeed, the distinction between listening and hearing is often unclear and the two 

are frequently equated or conflated. Listening, though, is generally considered to involve 

“making an effort to hear something” (to invoke now obsolete terms, “hearkening” or 

“giving ear”), while hearing is generally considered a more passive mode of auditory 

perception (Truax 2001: 18). Hearing may also be regarded as a kind of sensory substrate 

in which listening is grounded: “[l]istening requires hearing but is not simply reducible to 

hearing” (Sterne 2003: 19).  

The term ‘listening’ encompasses a wide variety of modes, qualities or types of 

auditory attention. Thus, a person (I use a human listener as the default here, though non-

human animals, objects and technologies may also be said to listen) may be “listening 

for” or “listening out for” a particular sound, meaning that they are alert to and 

endeavoring to hear it. There is a sense here that sound is subtle, masked, easily missed 

or difficult to pick up, not necessarily declaring itself or imposing itself on a person’s 

hearing, so that he or she must attend closely and carefully. The importance of effort and 

a conscious direction of auditory attention are foregrounded. “Listening to” a sound or a 

piece of music, however, implies that a person, having moved beyond the detection 



 

and/or location of the auditory stimulus, is attending to it with a degree of focus. 

Importantly, the intensity of that focus may vary considerably. A person may listen to 

something intently, absorbed in the sound, but distracted, indifferent, deconcentrated or 

even unconscious listening is also possible (Goodman 2010). 

Types of listening and terms for listening have developed in tandem with the 

creation of sound technologies (an idea which is at the heart of much sound studies 

research and which I explore in greater detail below). The expression “listening-in,” for 

instance, is thought to have become commonplace following the emergence of radio 

broadcasting and the attendance of radio hams and audiences to signals and programmes 

(Douglas 1999). “Listening-in” also came to refer to secret listening to telephone 

conversations that became possible following the creation of the telephone exchange and 

the party line. Indeed, listening often carries general connotations of secret or 

surreptitious activity, be it through clandestine eavesdropping on private conversations, 

military listening (in listening galleries or posts used to discern the position, movement 

and communications of enemy forces), or the monitoring of telephone conversations and 

other communications carried out by government or police as part of broader programs of 

surveillance. 

In conversational (rather than musical) listening, “listening to” a person may refer 

to paying close attention to what that person has to say and often describes a 

compassionate, sympathetic and/or empathetic mode of engagement (Back 2007). 

Numerous sources, for instance, point to the importance of empathetically attuned 

listening in therapeutic interactions in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis (e.g. Freud 

1912, Reik 1951, Schwaber 1983, Chessick 1989, Jackson 1992). However, there is a 

sense in which auditory attention may be demanded by a sound or by an individual or 



 

group of people. Thus, to listen to a person may mean giving heed to that person: “Listen 

up!” is a commonplace imperative to pay attention, particularly to a set of instructions 

that are about to be issued. Listening to a person may also imply allowing oneself to be 

persuaded by what he or she says. Different senses of the term listening, then, imply 

subtle shifts in acoustical agency, which reference nuanced varieties of active-receptive 

and passive-receptive auditory attention.  

Listening involves the allocation of attention or awareness. However, in 

contemporary usage the term does not always refer to auditory attention. The meanings 

of listening have proliferated into non-auditory spheres. For instance, in contemporary 

popular discourse, “listening to your body” means attending to signals or signs that 

indicate the body’s condition or needs. A company’s claim that its representatives are 

“listening to their customers” might mean that the business is responding directly to 

vocalized complaints or comments made by patrons; however, this “listening” could also 

mean that the company is attending to written complaints, or is taking into account 

customers’ views as revealed in sales patterns. Notions of the “third ear” also refer to the 

possibility of listening to something that “has no actual aural existence,” gesturing to 

listening as a mode of consciousness that reaches beyond the merely auditory (e.g. Rozak 

1993: 41, cf. Reik 1951, Kochlar-Lindgren 2004: 229).  

The term listening, then, carries a wide variety of associations. Below, I identify a 

(by no means comprehensive) set of broad analytical approaches to listening in sound 

studies. I suggest that each of these approaches has tended to emphasize certain aspects 

or qualities of listening, with particular consequences for the framing of listening 

practices and listening subjects. I conclude by describing my own ethnographic research 

into ways of listening in a hospital setting, as a context in which a multiplicity of 



 

listening modes co-exist. I point to the necessity of enlisting a variety of sound studies 

perspectives in order to reveal the density of meaning in medical listening practices. 

 

II. 

Considered from an evolutionary perspective, listening is a valuable survival skill. 

It facilitates the avoidance of danger and the seeking of food; it enables communication. 

In order to understand the physiological and cognitive mechanisms through which human 

listening is made possible, psycho-acousticians have experimented with, for instance, the 

facility of sound location, exploring how listeners stream auditory attention and 

information in order to recognize particular aspects of a complex sound or assemble sonic 

elements into an integrated whole (e.g. Moore 2003). The psycho-acoustical approach 

frames listening as a perceptual process that, broadly speaking, occurs in the same way 

for people everywhere. Sound studies research, on the other hand, typically emphasizes 

the role of social and cultural context in auditory attention. This literature, while 

recognizing listening as a general process of perception, situates it in specific practices 

strongly shaped by local culture, history and environment. 

 Feld’s (1990, 1991, 1996, 2003) canonical work on the Kaluli of Papua New 

Guinea shows how Kaluli listening is shaped and directed by a highly culturally 

particular set of interpretive practices, so that the cries and songs of certain birds in the 

rainforest are understood to be the voices of ancestors calling to their living relatives (see 

ACOUSTEMOLOGY). In Feld’s analysis, Kaluli ways of listening form part of the 

“everyday ‘body hexis’ (Bourdieu 1977: 8), the naturalized regime of ‘body techniques’ 

(Mauss 1979 [1935]) basic to routine Kaluli encounters in their world” (1996: 100). Here, 

then, rather than being a universal set of sensory aptitudes, ways of listening are an aspect 



 

of “habitus,” a set of culturally informed bodily and sensory dispositions (Mauss 1979 

[1935], Bourdieu 1977). In a similar way, archaeologies and cultural histories of sound 

point out the historical particularity of listening practices and examine how communities 

in the past have attributed meaning to musical and sonic environments (e.g. Johnson 

1995, Corbin 1998, Picker 2003, B. R. Smith 1999, 2003, 2004, M. M. Smith 2001, 

2004). These approaches suggest that listening practices must be understood by reference 

to the broader cultural and historical context within which they are formed.  

Practices of listening are also shaped by technologies and their interfaces and 

affordances, which have extended the reach of listening and multiplied its possibilities. 

Sound studies research has explored how, for instance, the telephone, gramophone, radio, 

personal stereo and iPod have all generated new bodies of audible sound as well as 

related listening techniques (Gitelman 1999, 2006, Bull 2000, 2007, Sterne 2003, Katz 

2010). Technology has also greatly increased the scope of what it is possible to listen to. 

To use a simple example provided by Ihde, “[t]he ocean now resounds with whale songs 

and shrimp percussion made possible by the extension of listening through electronic 

amplification” (2007: 4-5). Listening practices are generally not regarded as 

technologically determined, but as malleable and capable of being developed, directed 

and refined through engagements with technologies. At the same time, listening 

technologies are recognized as emerging within culturally and historically particular 

contexts, which carry accompanying sets of sensory priorities, possibilities and 

predispositions.  

Listening is often described and experienced as a solitary and individuated 

practice, sometimes deeply personal and private. However, musical listening in particular 

has also positioned the listener as involved, consciously or otherwise, in wider processes 



 

and communities of musical consumption, interpretation, circulation and production 

(DeNora 2000, Tacchi 2003, Novak 2008, Bergh and DeNora 2009). Sociological 

perspectives have identified listening practices as markers of group membership and 

indexes of knowledge, taste and social distinction. An archetypal example is the silent, 

reverent listening of classical music audiences, where obedience to a convention of 

stillness and the suppression of coughing, talk and laughter are markers of cultivated 

musical sensibility and social respectability (Johnson 1995, DeNora 2003: 84). The 

public exhibition of dedication and discipline in the acquisition and application of 

listening skills is closely bound up with the performance of knowledge and virtuosity. 

Ostentatious performances of listening, linked to bodies of esoteric auditory knowledge, 

help negotiate in-group status and hierarchy in both amateur and professional circles of 

musicians, technologists, and medical professionals (Porcello 2004, Horning 2004, Krebs 

2012, Rice 2013).  

Adorno (1991 [1972]) famously considered serious, concentrated listening 

(necessary, he believed, to an authentic engagement with music) to be under threat from a 

“regression of listening,” which he associated with the radio. Writing on early radio use, 

Goodman relates how the over-listening (in terms of time) and under-listening (in terms 

of attention) that radio was perceived to make possible “stood in a clear moral contrast to 

the kind of deliberate, calm, rational, fully attentive and time-bounded listening that was 

always recommended by experts” (2010: 33). Listening practices, then, can serve as 

indicators of moral, social, civic, psychological and even spiritual wellbeing or decline 

(Schafer 1977, Berendt 1983, Adorno 1991 [1972], Hirshkind 2004, Oliveros 2005). 

However, sound studies research has moved beyond the sharp dichotomy between what 

Herbert (2012) calls “directed” listening (“in depth,” “heavy,” “profound”) and 



 

undirected or “distracted” listening (“casual,” “lightweight,” “superficial”), creating 

scope both for a more subtle and nuanced categorization of listening modes and for a 

detailed appraisal of the possibilities, values and moralities of forms of “ubiquitous 

listening” (Kasabian 2013).  

Although listening might be regarded as a sensory process that involves the 

isolation and intensification of auditory attention and experience, several authors 

emphasize that listening involves a close interplay or collaboration with non-auditory 

senses (Leppert 1995, Bull 2000, McCartney 2004, Kochlar-Lindgren 2004, Lewis-King 

2013). Indeed, listening can engage the whole of the listener’s body, and in some 

listening contexts, such as dancing, it is the physicality of listening and the fullness of the 

body’s response to sound (for instance, through rhythmic entrainment and corporeal 

vibration) that is foregrounded (BODY (this volume), DeNora 2003, Henriques 2003). 

The sensory dimension of listening, however, might be understood as only one aspect of 

its wider cognitive and affective engagements. For instance, introducing his ecological 

approach to music listening, Clarke (2005) argues that the listener’s prior musical 

knowledge - as well as memory, imagination, mood, and his or her relationship with the 

musical environment -- is integral to the listening experience and the diverse 

opportunities for self expression and exploration which music may afford the listener.  

Numerous writers have sought to deconstruct listening as a single mode of 

sensory engagement by identifying a plurality of modes of listening or types of listener 

(e.g. Schaeffer 1968, Adorno 1976 [1962], Chion 1994, Stockfelt 1997, Douglas 1999, 

Truax 2001, Huron 2002, Tuuri et al 2007, Mailman 2012, Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012, 

Bijsterveld et al forthcoming). In a famous instance of this approach, Chion distinguishes 

between three modes of listening: causal listening to a sound “in order to gather 



 

information about its cause (or source)” (1994: 25), semantic listening, which “refers to a 

code or a language to interpret a message,” and reduced listening which “focuses on the 

traits of the sound itself, independent of its cause and of its meaning” (ibid: 28, 29). 

Truax (2001) also proposes three listening modes, Mailman (2012) offers seven 

metaphors relevant to music listening and Huron (2002) puts forward a non-exhaustive 

list of twenty-one listening styles and strategies for music. These taxonomies set out to 

express a diversity of modes and qualities of attention, whilst also specifying a range of 

distinct listening purposes, functions and techniques (music listening, radio listening, 

listening to sonic displays and so on). I would suggest, however, that these taxonomies of 

listening have also created what can feel like an infinite regress, where modes of listening 

continually proliferate without necessarily interlinking or building upon one another in 

productive ways.   

The approaches to listening (cultural/historical, technological, sociological, multi-

sensory/corporeal and so on) that I outline above represent particular orientations toward 

listening, all of which illuminate different aspects of listening as a sensory practice. In the 

following section, I show how my own research required me to draw together a 

multiplicity of perspectives in an attempt to unpack the complexities of listening I 

encountered in the context of a hospital.  

 

III. 

My research has focused on some of the different forms of listening practised in 

hospitals, and has involved fieldwork in the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh, 

Scotland, and St Thomas’ Hospital in London, England (Rice 2003, 2008, 2010a, b, 

2012, 2013a, b). The hospital is a space in which several modes of listening are 

http://www.musicog.ohio-state.edu/Huron/Talks/SMT.2002/handout.html
http://www.musicog.ohio-state.edu/Huron/Talks/SMT.2002/handout.html


 

simultaneously in play, and in which different layers of auditory knowledge and 

experience coexist. In addition to patients’ experiences of the sound environments that 

characterize hospital wards, there is also monitory listening as practiced by nurses as they 

manage those patients, and diagnostic listening is conducted by medical students and 

doctors. Indeed, stethoscopic listening or auscultation – the technique of listening to the 

body’s internal sounds – became a particular focus of my research. I studied the different 

types of listening in the hospital setting in an attempt to reflect some of the sonic 

intricacy and diversity of a modern hospital, and to explore how listening practices can 

both underpin and undermine the production of medical knowledge. My research 

examined how sonic skills are taught to new medical students, and hence how those skills 

are reproduced in new generations of doctors. I spent time on wards interacting with 

patients and nurses at St Thomas’, but also took part in classes at which medical students 

were given instruction in stethoscopic listening and shadowed doctors whose work 

required them to use auscultation.    

Sterne (2003) argues that sound technologies and their accompanying techniques 

of listening emerge within a wider cultural milieu that makes them not only possible but 

also desirable. Considering the development of stethoscopic listening in Western 

medicine, he suggests that the practice emerged as part of an “Ensoniment” - which, he 

argues, took place contemporaneously and in conjunction with a wider Enlightenment -- 

in which “people harnessed, modified, and shaped their powers of auditory perception in 

the service of rationality” (ibid: 2). Auscultation was part of wider drive in the late 

eighteenth century to improve medical understanding of anatomy and the signs, 

symptoms and progression of disease. At a time when autopsy and dissection were 

considered central to the advancement of medical knowledge, the stethoscope allowed 



 

doctors, through careful listening, to detect physiological changes inside the bodies of 

living patients. Auscultation, then, emerged as an anatomically informed and 

scientifically rigorous practice within the medical profession. Grasping this 

cultural/historical context was essential in making sense of auscultation’s presence and 

ongoing significance within the medical culture I encountered during my fieldwork.  

The stethoscope is a technology for the amplification of quiet sounds, enhancing 

the audibility of - and so allowing access to -- previously muffled or silent corporeal 

processes. The instrument extends the doctor’s sensory reach and creates a private 

auditory space in which the doctor is able to listen intently, undisturbed by the wider 

sound environment. However, the stethoscope has acquired a significance that far 

exceeds its practical purpose. The medical students I observed took great pride in wearing 

and displaying their stethoscopes, often performing auscultation in an ostentatious 

manner, as a self-conscious performance of the medical habitus. Carrying and using a 

stethoscope was for them an important symbol of their medical identity. Proficiency in 

auscultation was also a marker of status and position in the professional hierarchy of 

doctors within the hospital. Indeed, from a sociological perspective, auscultation created 

multiple opportunities for the articulation of medical knowledge and professionalism 

whether among students, within the doctor/patient interaction or in interactions between 

doctors.  

I found in my own experience of auscultation that the stethoscope created a 

private auditory space, sealing me in an acoustic bubble, rather as Bull (2000) suggests is 

the case with personal stereo listening. But lessons also emphasized the importance of 

looking and touching, not only in placing of the stethoscope but also in checking for 

diagnostic signs that might create the expectation of hearing particular sounds in the 



 

patient’s body. The act of auscultation, then, involved a close interplay between the 

senses, which followed from its historical emergence alongside practices of medical 

gazing related to autopsy and dissection. The fact that auscultation required close tactile 

and visual contact between doctor and patient (listener and listened-to) also meant that it 

created what some doctors saw as a valuable point of human contact between themselves 

and their patients. There was some consensus that auscultation produced an intimate, 

personal and humane type of medical interaction. Looking to the future, some doctors to 

whom I spoke were concerned that new technologies, in particular the introduction of 

hand-held ultrasound devices for use at the bedside, might lead to a phasing out of 

auscultation and a subsequent consolidation of what they saw as an already growing 

distance between doctor and patient, produced by a increasing dependence on more 

sophisticated technology in diagnostic work. In this context, listening was harnessed as 

an index of sympathetic and empathetic medical practice. For some doctors, auscultation 

became a symbol of the kind of doctors they felt themselves to be, and of the way they 

felt medicine should be practiced. Their adherence to auscultation became a means of 

articulating both their own ethical standpoints as doctors and the moral obligations of 

their profession.  

It is well recognized that auditory engagement is a key component of 

ethnographic fieldwork (Forsey 2010). Cohen and Rapport, for instance, point out that 

“Geertz’s famous answer to the question ‘What does the anthropologist do? He writes,’ is 

a curiously thin description of what actually happens…. Above all, they listen” (1995: 

12). For them, the auditory attention of ethnographers should, first and foremost, be 

directed towards understanding the words spoken by those under study. My own hospital 

research certainly involved a good deal of verbally orientated listening in interviews 



 

conducted with doctors, patients, medical students and others, but my listening was also 

directed towards non-verbal (and, for that matter, non-musical) sounds that occurred 

within the hospital. I found a carefully situated and emplaced listening - an immersion in 

the sound environment of the ward -- to be essential to developing an empathetic 

understanding of patient experiences of hospital sounds. At the same time, taking an 

“ears on” approach in my apprenticeship in stethoscopic listening required me to apply 

both monitory listening, which Pinch and Bijsterveld describe as listening ‘used to 

determine whether something is wrong’ and diagnostic listening, which which ‘reveals 

what is wrong” (Lachmund 1999: 440, Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012: 14). I found thinking 

in terms of listening modes was useful as a strategy for imposing conceptual order on the 

flux of sounds and approaches to sounds I encountered during fieldwork. It was useful 

too in linking listening to practical tasks and tangible outcomes in both medicine and 

ethnography.  

The working environment at St Thomas’ - a busy, inner city hospital - was fast-

paced. For many of the doctors there was a constant need to move forward, to keep up, to 

hurry. I began to realize that my research methods would have to fit into the doctors’ 

working patterns. It wouldn’t be possible to have frequent periods of sustained 

interaction. Instead, my research must involve brief yet focused moments of contact. I 

was struck by the analogy of stethoscopic listening here. The use of the stethoscope 

almost invariably involves short spells of intense concentration and careful, considered 

listening; my research would require the same. Stethoscopic listening, it seemed, also 

created an interesting tension between proximity and distance. The technique requires 

doctor and patient to get close to one another, but also ensures a degree of physical 

separation and diagnostic detachment. Again there is a parallel here with ethnographic 



 

fieldwork, where ethnographer and subject come into close contact while the 

ethnographer tries to keep some reflexive distance. In addition, the balance of subjectivity 

(in the experience of sounds) and objectivity (in constituting those sounds as perceptual 

objects about which rational judgments may be made) that occurs in stethoscopic 

listening resonates with the balance of subjectivity and objectivity that defines the 

conduct of successful ethnography. In reflecting on medical listening both as an object of 

research and a method of conducting ethnographic work, then, seemingly discrete or 

distinct modes of listening were brought close together and began to overlap; they even 

seemed to become integrated, dissolving into each other. I was reminded that a 

preoccupation with identifying and separating specific modes of listening, as is such a 

strong trend in sound studies, may not always be productive. Certainly, thinking in terms 

of distinct listening modes may not accurately reflect, and indeed may at times distort, the 

perception of listening as it occurs within the holistic context of lived experience. Should 

‘sound students’ continue to conceptualize listening practices in terms of modes (Sterne 

2012: 3)? Is there another direction we might take? 
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