
Sounds as Data

M i c h a e l  B u l l

We identify two broad methodological strands: 
sonic ethnographies, which rely on both conven-
tionally written and more-than-textual representa-
tions of sonic qualities; and soundscape studies, 
which encompass a wide range of methods, 
including field recording, sound mapping and 
sound walks. (Gallagher and Prior, 2014, p. 272)

InTroduCTIon

Gallagher and Prior highlight two modes of 
researching the sonic, the first which has been 
dominent is the use of a variety of methods 
that, whilst focusing upon sound – use meth-
ods that other disciplines also use, such as 
qualitative interviewing, the use of historical 
documents and the like. The second research 
mode is one where sound is treated as ‘sound’ 
rather than being translated into another 
medium, such as text. This does not mean that 
‘text’ is not used, merely that it is subordinated 
to ‘sound’ as in soundwalks and sound map-
ping. This chapter, written by a sociologist, 

will focus primarily upon research that appears 
to have significantly developed our under-
standing of the role of sound in society. There 
are differing arguments as to how we ‘should’ 
study sound from sociologists, anthropologists 
and historians who approach the subject from 
their own disciplinary interests and methodol-
ogies. Some researchers wish to understand or 
create an urban aesthetic of sound, for exam-
ple, and these writers tend to favor distinct 
sonic methodologies that will be discussed 
toward the end of this chapter (LaBelle, 2006). 
In response to the development of sound stud-
ies as a discipline in its own right and as a 
subject that crosses over into many other dis-
ciplines it is pertinent to ask the following 
questions:

1 What, if any, are the special characteristics of 
sound?

2 Given the sensory nature of sound, what 
 relationship exists between the sonic and the 
other senses – what is the role of sound in the 
more general development of what is referred to 
as ‘sensory studies’?
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3 Related to the above two points and in rec-
ognition that what counts as ‘data’ – sonic or 
otherwise – is inflected with a set of theoretical 
concerns. The Gallagher and Prior quote with 
which this chapter begins highlights what has 
become a pressing issue in Sound Studies – to 
what extent should our methods intrinsically 
involve sound as sound rather than the trans-
lation of the sonic into another medium, the 
medium with which you are reading this chapter 
at present – script?

BrIEf hIsTorICAl 
ConTExTuAlIzATIon of ThE rIsE 
of sound sTudIEs

The last fifteen years has seen the rapid 
development of the field of Sound Studies. 
Sound is increasingly referred to in the works 
of historians, literary critics, sociologists, 
anthropologists, geographers, musicologists 
and media scholars. The study of sound is 
inherently interdisciplinary, undertaken both 
by those who specialize in sound and by 
others who wish to include a sonic element in 
their research. The focus upon sound is partly 
the result of a reevaluation of cultural sensory 
experience, coupled with a move away from 
an unreflectively visually based epistemol-
ogy of experience that has dominated aca-
demic discourse in the social sciences, arts 
and humanities until recently (Howes, 2003). 
This ‘sensory turn’ in the arts, humanities 
and social sciences was itself a consequence 
of an increased concern with ‘embodiment’ 
as a focus for research in the 1980s, which 
had attempted to overcome the traditional 
mind–body dualism inherent in Western 
thought (Csordas, 1990). The sensory turn in 
research furthered this theoretical project by 
investigating ‘the sensuous interrelationship 
of body-mind-environment’ (Howes, 2005, 
p. 7). Throughout the following pages we 
will discover just how researchers have inte-
grated this contextualization of sound in 
particular and the senses more generally into 
their understanding of cultural experience.

We have, over the previous few years, seen 
a series of books published retracing the com-
plex and often divisive histories of sounds 
(Cockayne, 2007; Birdsall, 2012; Picker, 
2003; Rath, 2003; Smith, 2001); historical and 
philosophical accounts of sound (Erlmann, 
2011; Grimshaw and Garner, 2015; Schwartz, 
2011); the changing character and nature of 
the voice (Connor, 2000; Rée, 1999); new 
analyses of the nature of architectural and 
urban sounds (Bijsterveld, 2016; Blesser and 
Salter, 2007; Thompson, 2002); the history of 
technological sound (Sterne, 2003; Suisman 
and Strasser, 2009) as well as a plethora of 
work on sonically based technologies (Bull, 
2000, 2007; Goggin, 2006; Henriques, 2011). 
In addition to this there has been work high-
lighting the violence of sound (Johnson and 
Cloonan, 2009; Daughtry, 2015; Gilman, 
2016; Pieslak, 2009) and religious sounds 
(Hirschkind, 2006; Pieslak, 2015).

ThrEE quEsTIons

Question 1: What, if any, are the 
Special Characteristics of Sound?

Sound is intrinsically and unignorably relational: it 
emanates, propagates, communicates, vibrates 
and agitates; it leaves a body and enters others; it 
binds and unbinds, harmonizes and traumatizes; it 
sends the body moving, the mind dreaming, the 
air oscillating. (LaBelle, 2010, p. 468)

Studying cultures of sound implies an interest in the 
oft taken-for-granted ways in which people give 
meaning to the sounds they are surrounded with, in 
how they routinely act upon and use those sounds, 
and in how that has changed over time. But how can 
we get access to what is taken for granted in past 
and contemporary society? (Bijsterveld, 2016, p. 100)

The distinctiveness of sound tends to lie in its 
temporal and spatial nature. Historically, 
sound is defined by its specificity and imme-
diacy – this siren that I now hear in the street 
outside – and by its transitoriness – the person 
shouting in the street outside my office has 
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now walked away. The history of sonic expe-
rience has until the age of mechanical repro-
duction been one of the irretrievable 
disappearance of sounds. We can, for exam-
ple, view a Michelangelo sculpture in Florence 
but we cannot hear the voice of Michelangelo 
although we can read his diaries.

With the advent of recording technolo-
gies such as the phonograph in the late 
nineteenth century up until the advent of dig-
ital technologies in the twenty-first century, 
sounds can now be increasingly captured for 
research purposes. Whilst we cannot hear the 
voice of Michelangelo we can now hear the  
voices of the famous and infamous; from  
the voices of the dead to the sounds of air-
raid sirens in London in 1942. We can listen 
to the recorded music of Caruso and David 
Bowie as well as the voices of ordinary peo-
ple embedded in radio programs from the 
1920s onwards. The ability to store sonic 
data has expanded our ability to fix the 
sounds of the past and present within our 
research methodologies. However, this abil-
ity to abstract out the sonic from a broader 
sensory range of experience poses its own 
problems. These are problems of:

•	 Specificity
•	 Cultural contextualization
•	 Meaning

These three concerns will be highlighted 
throughout the following pages and are 
apparent in the following work by Brady 
(1999). The ability to fix, transpose and 
transport sound arose with the phonograph in 
the late nineteenth century, with its ability to 
document sound events. Erika Brady (1999) 
estimated that fourteen thousand cylinder 
recordings of North American Native 
Americans were made by ethnologists 
between 1890 and 1935 – these cylinders are 
now deposited in a wide range of museums 
and university departments, symbolizing the 
growing cultural value attached to collecting 
history. What could be better than archiving 
the dying sounds of a culture for future 

reference and a clearer understanding of lost 
sonic worlds? This desire to record had, she 
argues, positivist motivations – the record-
ings as such were interpreted as being objec-
tively true – an accurate representation of 
that which was being recorded. Brady argues 
that these cylinders were seen, ironically 
given the present methodological concerns 
mentioned above, as mechanical tools ena-
bling the researcher to transcribe sonic mate-
rial into written text. It is for this reason, she 
argues, that many researchers failed to men-
tion how indeed their material was gathered. 
The process of recording was frequently not 
mentioned by ethnographers of the time and 
as such assumed an air of invisibility. Early 
critics of the use of the phonograph by eth-
nographers mentioned the transformation 
and impoverishment of the ethnographic 
encounter in which the ethnographer relied 
upon the recoding machine to do all of the 
work. Importantly, in its ‘fetishization’ of the 
sonic as representing what we would now 
refer to as a ‘false objectivity’, the recording 
was blind to all forms of nonverbal contextu-
alization embedded in and acting beyond the 
recorded sound – the physicality of the cul-
ture in its ritualistic and material form. 
Hidden from view was the asymmetrical 
power relations embodied in the use of the 
ethnographic encounter between the 
researcher and the Native American. This 
example demonstrates the way in which the-
oretical concerns are bound to methodologi-
cal ones and to the dangers of extracting the 
sonic from an understanding of embodiment 
more generally and the cultural specificities 
within which sonic practices are enacted and 
understood.

The twentieth century has seen a dramatic 
change in the sonic environment through the 
development of a range of acoustic technolo-
gies such as telephones, microphones, loud-
speakers, phonographs, radios, tape recorders, 
compact discs, cellular phones, MP3 players, 
digital voice mail and talking computers that 
have transformed what it means to study and 
understand sonic experience.
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Question 2: Sound and its 
Relation to the Other Senses

The objects we perceive in our surroundings – 
cities, villages, fields and woods – bear the mark of 
having been worked upon by man. It is not only in 
clothing and appearance, in outward form and 
emotional make up that men are the products of 
history. Even the way they see and hear is insepa-
rable from the social life process, as it has evolved 
over the millennia. The facts, which our senses 
present to us, are socially pre-formed in two ways: 
through the historical character of the object per-
ceived and through the historical character of the 
perceiving organ. (Horkheimer, 1972, p. 200)

Every sense delivers contributions characteristic of 
its individual nature to the construction of sociated 
existence; peculiarities of the social relationship 
correspond to the nuancing of its impressions; the 
prevalence of one or other of the senses in the 
contact of individuals often provides this contact 
with a sociological nuance that could otherwise 
not be produced. (Simmel, 1997, p. 78)

Sound Studies is part of a wider research per-
spective that has prioritized the importance of 
the senses in understanding the nature of the 
social world that we live in. Kathleen Geurts 
has articulated this concern as follows:

How one becomes socialized toward the meaning 
of sights, sounds, smell, tastes and so forth, repre-
sents a critical aspect of how one acquires a mode 
of being-in the world, or an ‘individual system of 
experiencing and organizing the world’. (Geurts, 
2002, p. 235)

How this sensory system is organized becomes 
a function of cultural, social, political and 
technological change in society. Walter 
Benjamin noted the significance of the techno-
logical in its widest sense in the 1930s when he 
argued that technologies had ‘subjected the 
human sensorium to a complex kind of train-
ing’ (Benjamin, 2002, p. 104). This for 
Benjamin extended from the complex type of 
sensory training involved in traversing the city 
with its traffic lights, sirens and automobiles to 
the watching of films, which magnified, 
speeded up and slowed down the visual to pro-
duce what he called the ‘optical unconscious’. 

Within the sensory, sound now has become a 
central concern for scholars and researchers. 
Kelman argues that ‘scholars of sound are 
interested in understanding how sound circu-
lates and how it contributes to the ways in 
which we understand the world around us’ 
(Kelman, 2010, p. 215).

Theodor Adorno in fleshing out the cul-
tural nature of sensory experience that Max 
Horkheimer so eloquently described above, 
points to both the particularity of experience 
and its cultural grounding. Adorno is describ-
ing the seemingly ‘natural’ sounds of rain as 
it falls on the roof above him:

We can tell whether we are happy by the sound of 
the wind. It warns the unhappy man of the fragility 
of his house, hounding him from shallow sleep 
and violent dreams. To the happy man it is the 
song of his protectedness: its furious howling con-
cedes that it has power over him no longer. 
(Adorno, 1974, p. 49)

Adorno wrote these words whilst living in 
exile in Hollywood, having escaped from 
Nazi Germany before World War II. Adorno’s 
response to the sounds of rain is a lament 
from one who experienced the fragility of his 
refugee home. The sound of the wind is the 
variable upon which Adorno’s cultural speci-
ficity is written. Sensory experience is multi-
faceted, rich and often contradictory. The 
Greek anthropologist Seremetakis (1994) 
describes in detail the tasting of a peach in 
her homeland, noting that the taste and smell 
of the peach differed from those peaches that 
she had eaten in her youth before the advent 
of commercial farming in Greece. The expe-
rience might well be an exercise in sensory 
nostalgia but also might represent a critique 
of the homogenization of taste in a fully 
commodified consumer culture. Sensory 
experience comes to us doubly filtered as 
Horkheimer argued – they are not raw data. 
Returning troops from Iraq often described 
staying away from firework displays both in 
America and the UK, frequently feeling sick 
with fear at hearing the explosions (Daughtry, 
2015) just as sudden sounds would affect 
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those troops who in World War I had suffered 
from shell-shock (Leese, 2014).

Equally, the sounds of police sirens in any 
industrial city might evoke feelings of secu-
rity, salvation or fear, depending upon who 
you are, your social class, gender or ethni-
city. Increasingly, our sensory environment is 
a mediated one as we stare and listen to our 
television, computer and smartphone screens. 
Our media emphasize the visual, the auditory 
and increasingly the tactile, whilst denying 
the senses of smell and taste.

Question 3: Sonic Methods –  
Sonic Data

It is inadequate to rely solely on personal experi-
ence for understanding how people everywhere 
perceive the world. While humans share the same 
basic sensory capacities, these are developed and 
understood in different ways. (Howes and Classen, 
2014, p. 9)

We need to stress the preeminent importance of 
contextualizing the sounds that museum visitors 
hear. Rather than simply feeding sounds to ears, 
we need to help visitors understand the context in 
which those sounds were produced, and how 
their reproduction can tell us not only about the 
nature of the past, but also about our own intel-
lectual preferences and prejudices. (Smith in 
Morat, 2014, p. 20)

The object of research and the questions that 
the researcher wishes to ask and explore 
determine the methods that they will choose. 
Beyond that, what counts, as ‘data’ to be 
used is partially a function of the discipli-
nary adherence of the researcher. Sounds, as 
we have noted, do not speak for themselves. 
Sounds ‘have meanings that can only be 
fully understood within their particular cul-
tural context’ (Howes and Classen, 2014, p. 
2). The relationship between the specificity 
of sonic experience and its more general pat-
terns and cultural context remain central to 
research at least in the social sciences. 
Sound Studies is a broad church – a sociolo-
gist like myself prefers to study generalized 

patterns and meanings that may well be 
embedded in specific forms of experience. 
Later in this chapter I will discuss my ethno-
graphic study of Walkman users to demon-
strate the changing role of the social 
embedded in the sonic meanings constructed 
by Walkman users as they move through 
their everyday life. However, many sound 
artists prefer to give prominence to the way 
in which sound itself mediates cultural expe-
rience aesthetically and otherwise. These 
researchers might use sound walks, sonic 
exhibitions and personal recollection and 
experiments to discuss the way in which a 
variety of sounds are interpreted – whether 
that be experiencing and remembering the 
sounds of Hanoi (Osterjo and Thuy, 2016), 
exploring the sounds of aircraft as they fly 
over a farm on the edge of Tokyo airport and 
so on (Carlyle and Cox, 2012).

rEsEArCh And sonIC dATA

Historical Sonic Data

The historical exploration of sound is often 
referred to as a form of sonic archeology, yet 
this sonic history, as we will see, might equally 
span medieval European culture, nineteenth-
century French culture, an investigation of the 
soundscapes of Nazi Germany between 1933 
and 1945, to an understanding of the role of 
radio and the recording industry in the devel-
opment of pop cultures in Western culture.

Given that the sounds of the distant past can-
not literally be heard, then it might strike the 
reader as surprising that historians using tra-
ditional methodologies have undertaken some 
of the most impressive sonic research, which 
includes the use of a wide variety of written 
records both official and literary. Official his-
torical documents are frequently written by 
the powerful and literate who define the world 
according to their own interests, prejudices 
and vision. For example, sensitivity to the 
supposedly oppressive nature of urban sounds 
is often class and culturally based. Cultures 
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with strong notions of ‘private space’, under-
stood as a form of entitlement, are more prone 
to dislike or discriminate against the noise of 
others. Historically, the production of ‘noise’ 
was frequently perceived as uncivilized 
within a bourgeois Western and, specifically, 
Northern European ethic in which silence 
was considered ‘golden’. Creating an audi-
tory space for oneself and one’s family was 
increasingly a prerogative and strategy of 
elites who felt that noise was no respecter of 
private urban space. It might be argued that 
sonically based historical accounts might fall 
prey to this fundamental limitation in docu-
mentary evidence. Yet historians of sound 
have found ways to listen more deeply to 
those historical sources. Historians such as 
John Picker have used a variety of written 
records to demonstrate this class sensitivity 
toward ‘noise’. From historical documenta-
tion we find that Charles Dickens, chronicler 
of the nineteenth-century industrial city, pro-
moted government legislation to rid London 
of street musicians, for example.

There is no protection, we say, for the ear is the 
most hapless faculty we have. It is at once the 
weakest and the most wonderful, the most ethe-
real and most persecuted of the senses … A sense 
that, deliberately constituted, we subject day and 
night to torture which is very nearly the equivalent 
to cutting off a malefactor’s eyelids and then cru-
cifying him with his face to the sun. (The Times 
leader 1856, quoted in Picker, 2009, p. 66)

Social Class Sensitivity Toward 
Noise in Nineteenth-Century 
London

The use of historical documentation far pre-
ceded the industrial revolution, however. It is 
possible to listen in to much earlier forms of 
social life. The following account derives 
from official inquisitional records from the 
fourteenth century and represents a wonder-
ful account of the sonic worlds of a distant 
past written by a scholar who would not 
consider himself to be a scholar of sound but 

nevertheless investigates the lives of a whole 
community in order to better understand their 
collective lifeworld.

Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, 
Montaillou. Cathars and the 
Catholics in a French Village  
1294–1324

The historian La Roy Ladurie focused upon 
Montaillou, a fourteenth-century French vil-
lage, which had been accused by the church 
of following the Cathar heresy whose princi-
pal belief was that the whole world was in a 
fallen state and hence evil, thus all was pos-
sible. The Cathar heresy was essentially an 
amoral belief system. The village was man-
aged by village ‘goodmen’ who supplanted 
the traditional role of the Catholic clergy in 
the village and surrounding area. The Cathars 
were subject to a brutal inquisition by the 
Catholic Church in its effort to reassert its 
ecclesiastical authority in the area. La Roy 
Ladurie drew a vivid account of the everyday 
life of the village from the testimony of the 
villagers themselves – as if we, the reader, 
are eavesdropping on the accounts of village 
life in Montaillou. We hear the villagers give 
accounts of their marriages, loves, affairs; 
their children, their work and social and cul-
tural relations as well as their notions of fate, 
magic and salvation – all verbatim:

The basis for the story of Montaillou is the 
Inquisition Register of bishop Jacques Fournier … 
What in the final analysis should we make of the 
resister’s account of Montaillou … I will limit myself 
to invoking the term ‘tape recorder’ – for such is 
the impression created by the extraordinary quality 
of the stenographers whom Fournier employed in 
his episcopal seat at Pamiers to write down the 
words of the villagers who appeared before him …. 
The register of Jacques Fournier, Bishop of Pamiers 
in Ariege in the Compte de Foix from 1318 to 
1325, is of such exceptional interest … he super-
vised a rigorous Inquisition in his diocese and, what 
is more important, saw to it that the depositions 
made to the Inquisition courts were meticulously 
recorded. In the process of revealing their position 
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on official Catholicism, the peasants examined by 
Fournier’s inquisition, many from the village of 
Montaillou, have given an extraordinarily detailed 
and vivid picture of their everyday life.  
(La Roy Ladurie, 2005, p. xv)

Alain Corbin. Village Bells. Sound 
and Meaning in the Nineteenth-
Century French Countryside

We see from the above account how text can 
illuminate the cultures of sound. Yet it is to 
the singular study of historical sound through 
the object of the ‘village bell’ that I now turn 
in order to discuss Alain Corbin’s ground-
breaking sonic text. Corbin based his account 
on a meticulously researched investigation of 
French local parish records from the nine-
teenth century. He used these accounts to 
construct an analysis of the cultural, and often 
contradictory, significance of the village bell.

Bells provided a sort of auditory certification, trans-
mitted information about the major events of pri-
vate life, and solemnized rites of passage. When 
natural disaster threatened, when bandits or ene-
mies loomed, when a fire took hold, only the 
tocsin could sound the alarm. Possessing a peal of 
bells was a prerequisite of modernity in a society 
increasingly subject to haste but as yet without any 
other means of transmitting information instanta-
neously … this book is thus devoted to an element 
in the history of the auditory landscape. However, 
this history constitutes a vast field of research, the 
surface of which has barely been scratched. The 
time has come to tackle it and thus address a mass 
of primary materials that have scarcely been 
touched. These materials affect reality to a pro-
nounced degree because they were very often 
constructed in haste, because they are instantane-
ous in their effects and because they reconstitute 
the flavor of territories. A history of representa-
tions of space and of the social imagination can no 
longer afford to neglect materials pertaining to 
auditory perception. (Corbin, 1998, pp. xi–xii)

Corbin charted the changing meaning of the 
village bell throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, focusing both on the integrative cultural 
moments and those that increasingly repre-
sented conflicting views of noise, time and 

regulation. As rural France became increas-
ingly secularized, a traditional sonically uni-
fied system of management was replaced by 
a more urban, secular viewpoint that per-
ceived bells as nuisance to be banned. The 
documentation that underpinned Corbin’s 
work does not, however, furnish the reader 
with a total sonic account:

We cannot be certain how frequently and how 
loudly the bells were rung, nor can we be sure 
about the number of peals, the complexity of 
codes, or the diversity of episcopal regulations …
the objective measurement of the frequency, form, 
and intensity of auditory messages does not allow 
us to reconstitute their impact upon the individual 
who heard them. The reception of such messages 
is determined at once by the texture of the sensory 
environment, the modes of attention brought to 
bear on the environment, and the procedures of 
decipherment. (Corbin, 1998, p. 4)

Carolyn Birdsall. Nazi 
Soundscapes. Sound, Technology 
and Urban Space in Germany, 
1933–1945

We now move to a more recent historical 
analysis of sound in Nazi Germany that was 
able to gather sonic and documentary evi-
dence from living participants and radio 
archives. Birdsall interviewed a small group 
of people who were either children or young 
adults during the period between 1933 and 
1945 in Germany, in order to understand 
their sonic memories. She referred to these 
individuals as EARWITNESSES. Birdsall 
then followed up these personal testimonies 
with radio and archive material from the 
period. Her aim was to highlight the varied 
role of sound in the everyday life of German 
citizens at the time – both private and public:

Despite their pervasiveness in many descriptions, 
these intense sound events remained ephemeral. 
The inability of these sounds to be captured by 
photography led to their absence in what has been 
termed the ‘visual iconography’ of warfare … the 
overwhelming sensory experience of civilians has 
left few material traces, let alone recordings …
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My  initial focus is thus primarily on how sound 
participated in expanding social practices of control 
during National Socialism. (Birdsall, 2012, p. 119)

ConTEmporAry sonIC rEsEArCh

Researching Walkman and  
iPod Use

My own work (Bull, 2000, 2007, 2013), as a 
sociologist, uses rather traditional research 
methodologies – qualitative interviews, diaries 
and questionnaires, although in the new edi-
tion of The Auditory Culture Reader (2016), 
which I have edited with Les Back (Bull and 
Back, 2016), we have included a supplemen-
tary website consisting of sonic material to be 
listened to whilst reading the text.

When I started out researching how 
‘Walkmans’ were used in the 1990s there 
was a singular lack of empirical research into 
their use at that time. Given the difficulty 
of interviewing users whilst they are listen-
ing to music through headphones – which in 
effect signify ‘leave me alone!’ – I decided 
to employ a series of snowball samples of 
users. Each user was encouraged to bring 
along their Walkman and we would proceed 
with what they had listened to that day. For 
my subsequent iPod volume I wanted to look 
more closely at global meanings of use – so 
I employed a qualitative questionnaire to be 
filled out online. This resulted in over one 
thousand users globally filling out the ques-
tionnaire as against 80 interviews conducted 
for the Walkman book. I much preferred the 
qualitative interviews as I could respond 
directly to the interviewee’s responses and 
whilst with the online questionnaires we 
could to and fro over the Internet, I found it 
more difficult to get a comprehensive sense 
of each user.

At the time of researching Sounding Out 
the City there was no comprehensive account 
of the auditory nature of everyday experience. 
Indeed, I had been brought up intellectually 

within this tradition. By focusing upon the 
auditory and the technologized nature of 
the everyday experience of personal stereo 
users, I attempted to explain their attempts at 
creating manageable sites of habitation and 
charted the multifaceted ways in which their 
experience was transformed and constructed 
through habitual use of a sonic technology – 
the Walkman. Through a close analysis of the 
interview material I demonstrated the ways 
in which personal stereos became a critical 
tool for users in their management of space 
and time, in their construction of boundaries 
around the self, and as a site of fantasy and 
memory… Sound, the audible, was thus put 
back onto the cognitive map of urban expe-
rience; sound as opposed to vision became 
the site for the critical investigation of urban 
life. The research proposed a reevaluation of 
the significance of the auditory in everyday 
experience, together with a re-assessment 
of the role and relation of the senses within 
urban experience. It also demonstrated how 
qualitative sonic empirical material (case 
studies/thick description) could be used to 
formulate new theoretical frameworks and 
explanations of urban behavior. Examples of 
the rich sonic descriptions given by users are 
given below:

I think it creates a sense of kind of aura. Sort of like. 
Even though it’s directly in your ears you feel like it’s 
all around your head because you’re coming. 
Because you’re really aware it’s just you. Only you 
can hear it. I’m really aware of my personal space. 
My own space anyway … I find it quite weird 
watching things that you normally associate certain 
sounds with. Like the sounds of walking up and 
down the stairs or tubes coming in and out. All 
those things that you hear, like when you’ve got a 
Walkman on you don’t hear any of those. You’ve 
got your own soundtrack. You see them and it 
looks like they’re moving differently because you’ve 
got a rhythm in your head. The way that they walk, 
they flow past you more. (Bull, 1999, p. 22)

I use it on the beach. I feel that I’d be listening to 
my music. I have the sea, I have the sand. I have the 
warmth but I don’t have all the crap around me. I 
can eliminate that and I can get much more out of 
what the ocean has to offer me. I can enjoy. I feel 



The SAGe hAndbook of QuAliTATive dATA ColleCTion 434

that listening to my music, I can really pull those 
sun’s rays. Not being disturbed by screaming kids 
and all that shouting which is not why I went there. 
I have my harmony with the sea and the sun … The 
plane journey, flying out and back and you listen to 
different music, but it just helps me to still my mind 
and to center myself and I feel that by taking this 
tape with me I’m carrying that all day and I feel that 
I’m able to take more from the day and give more 
to the day. Whether that’s right or wrong I don’t 
know but that’s how I feel. (Bull, 1999, pp. 36–7) 

Most of the music I chose was very evocative of 
something and I associated it with a particular part 
of my journey. It became a way of describing that 
this part of the journey is bearable. You can get 
through this part. I remember there was a big esca-
lator change at Green Park and I thought ‘Right! If 
I don’t have that particular music for that, then I’ll 
fast forward it to get to that and then I can go up.’ 
Like that it made it easier not to let work encroach 
onto non-work time. It was a way of not allowing 
thoughts like I’ve got that deadline and a meeting 
with so and so. Because the journey to work was 
so uniform and intrusive. (Bull, 1999, p. 63) 

It’s like looking through a one-way mirror. I’m look-
ing at them but they can’t see me. (Bull, 1999, p. 77)

These examples helped in the formulation 
and construction of an auditory epistemology 
of everyday urban life constructed around the 
concept of control: cognitively, interperson-
ally and aesthetically (control over one’s 
moods, other people and the spaces of the 
city moved through). Sound Moves, iPod 
Culture and Urban Experience (Bull, 2007) 
followed this research agenda, updating it for 
the digital era – a world in which the user, 
through miniaturization, could hold their 
whole digital world in their hand as one user 
commented:

I now listen to music any time I can. Walking to 
and from work, at work, on vacation, on a train or 
airplane, even at home when I don’t want to dis-
turb my partner. I have any song I want to listen to 
at my fingertips at any particular moment. That 
amazes me. It truly is my own personal jukebox, 
and puts the soundtrack to my life in my pocket 
and at my fingertips. (Bull, 2007, p. 74)

More recently I have interviewed users of 
smartphones to investigate the use of mobile 

technologies that engage users audio-visually. 
The affordances created through smartphone 
use have complicated and extended the audi-
tory and audio-visual strategies encompassed 
by traditional iPod use. Georgia, a twenty-two 
year old wakes up to her alarm on her smart-
phone; she often sleeps through the alarm, as 
she’s grown accustomed to it. She wakes up 
and answers two text messages, gets up and 
goes for a shower, bringing her phone along to 
choose the same playlist as not only are the 
songs some of her favorites but also ‘good 
morning songs like “Sunday Morning” by the 
Velvet Underground and Nico is very mellow 
and happy, and “People Have the Power” by 
Patti Smith is very energetic and inspiring 
leaving me ready for the day ahead’ (Bull, 
2013, p. 12). She takes her phone downstairs 
still listening to music and makes breakfast 
whilst reading the paper. She checks the train 
times on her phone app and goes out where she 
meets her friend Frankie on the train to work:

despite being sat next to my friend who I spent 
most of the morning arranging to meet, now I am 
with her I am once again on my phone, preferring 
to play a game than make conversation. She is also 
playing a game, which means that neither of us 
make any effort to communicate. (Bull, 2013, p. 14)

Georgia’s response to the urban is similar to 
traditional mobile phone and iPod users. The 
technology merely allows her to engage in a 
wider range of mediating activities: 
‘Whenever I’m walking on my own, even for 
a short amount of time – like walking from 
my home to the bus stop – I have to either 
call someone on the phone or listen to my 
music. I hate being alone’ (Georgia).

Equally, Michelle describes her three-hour 
train journey from London to Norwich to visit 
her boyfriend, ‘I check my phone and make 
sure it is fully charged, it is necessary for me 
to have my phone fully charged so it will 
be able to handle the text messages, phone 
calls, the Internet and play music through my 
music playlist to last me the whole journey’ 
(Bull, 2013, p. 16). Whilst waiting for the 
train Michelle waits at the station.
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I go on my phone to keep myself busy. When I’m 
bored and out in public I look to my phone in order 
to cope with the boredom. I text, call, go on 
Facebook and whatever. Time goes quicker when I 
am doing something, and not just waiting around 
doing nothing. (Bull, 2013, p. 16)

Urban users of these technologies are simul-
taneously transported to the global spaces of 
culture and yet are also embedded in the 
locations that they traverse – guided by their 
mobile multi-sensory technologies.

mIxIng TrAdITIonAl mEThods 
WITh InnovATIvE mEThods

Waldock (2016) in this innovative study dem-
onstrates how a researcher can capture the 
way in which an urban sonic environment 
changes over time. In order to do so Waldock 
studied an inner-city redevelopment scheme 
in Liverpool, called the ‘Pathfinder Scheme’, 
initiated by the then Labour government in the 
UK. The aim of the scheme was to demolish 
the old housing stock lived in primarily by 
working-class inhabitants and replace it with 
‘homes that meet the needs of modern living’ 
(Waldock, 2016, p. 152). Many of the local 
residents were unwilling to move, especially 
as they were not to be rehoused in the same 
locale, but rather the area was meant to act as 
a magnate for the middle classes to return to 
the city center. The scheme saw more and 
more residents evicted and their homes 
boarded up. Waldock wished to study the 
sonic dimensions of this urban change, which 
involved a good deal of social conflict between 
the working-class residents who were being 
forcibly moved and council officials.

My desire to understand these changes sonically 
and work with the residents rather than become 
another dominating power led me to create a 
community centric, Trinitarian methodology. The 
methodology aimed not only to capture the 
sounds of the area, but also people’s connection to 
the sounds. I incorporated the roles of field record-
ing/composer with that of anthropologist/ethnog-
rapher, as others have done before me, to utilize 

soundscape composition as a tool to encapsulate, 
analyze and represent change. The difference in 
my methodology is that I saw residents and myself 
in three roles, artist, activist and academic. 
(Waldock, 2016, p. 152)

Waldock correctly understood that people’s 
experience of sounds, both domestic and 
public, differed from one person to the next. 
The residents were given crash courses in 
lisening and how to use their sound recording 
equipment:

As artists, they recorded and controlled their 
own soundscape compositions over a period 
ranging from six to nine months. As academics 
they could produce a critical commentary on 
their work. In order to produce sound cata-
logues, sound montages or compositions, each 
resident had the opportunity to listen to their 
own recordings and edit their work. The editing 
process acted as a critical listening period, allow-
ing them to reflect upon their connection to the 
sound, both emotional and aesthetic. (Waldock, 
2016, p. 155)

One of the residents who recorded her sounds 
was moved by the council during the project:

When we played the recording of her front door 
closing and locking, she commented on how 
familiar and safe the sound was, how the door of 
her new home didn’t have the same latch and she 
was anxious because she couldn’t always tell if it 
was locked. She also recorded the police helicopter 
circling over neighboring empty homes, and com-
mented on the familiarity and reassurance of 
knowing that the police were there. (Waldock, 
2016, p. 158)

mEThods ThAT sTrEss sound  
And voICE

Helen Wilson is a social geographer, so her 
take on the importance of soundwalks comes 
from a largely social science perspective, 
rather than an arts-based perspective. Wilson 
(2016) argues that it has become important 
for geographers to listen to the spaces and 
places that they study. We have seen this with 
the Waldock example given above.
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A geographical interest in soundwalks has 
emerged out of collaborative relations between 
geographers and artists, where embodied and 
experimental accounts of space and landscape 
have been prioritized. A distinction might be made 
between a ‘listening walk’ – as a walk where there 
is a concentration on listening – and soundwalk, 
where there is some form of score. However, the 
distinction has been largely blurred by the growing 
practice of guided walks, whereby participants are 
guided around a pre-planned route that has been 
designed to encourage ‘active listening’, often 
through a combination of narration and sonic 
recomposition. An interest in promoting active lis-
tening can be seen in artistic explorations of urban 
space, which have encouraged walkers and par-
ticipants to reflect anew on otherwise mundane 
spaces. (Wilson, 2016, pp. 165–6)

Researchers using soundwalks, for example, 
might encourage walkers to reflect on what 
they hear, or narrate their memories if they 
have any as they walk through a specific site. 
In this instance the sonic nature of the experi-
ence takes precedence over the textual – the 
writing of spaces. So minute sonic experi-
ences, such as the everyday mundane sounds 
of the environment that might have special or 
personal meaning for the walker are articu-
lated in their own right: ‘When taken together, 
the recordings of soundscapes, people and 
oral narratives demonstrate what is to be 
gained from phonographic research’ (Wilson, 
2016, p. 168).

Karis Petty’s (2016) work is based around 
an investigation as to how the visually 
impaired experience the countryside and 
is an excellent example as to how the use 
of a combination of traditional and innova-
tive methods enables us to understand more 
fully how sound contributes to the make up 
of everyday experience. It also teaches us not 
to abstract the sonic from the other senses. 
Petty, a trained accompanist for the blind, 
looked at specific geographical locales and 
walks that her sample was both comfortable 
with and knowledgeable about. She accom-
panied them on all of their walks both indi-
vidually and in groups:

My principal methodology was to walk one-to-one 
as their sites companion through changing weath-

ers, seasons and environments of the park over 
two years. During these walks we collaboratively 
experimented with techniques to investigate and 
represent sensory experience, including writing 
descriptive walk diaries, filming, inclusive photog-
raphy, auto-ethnography, conversational interviews 
and reflection. We used a field recorder to record 
the sound of these walks. When we listened back 
to these together in the interviews, it caught our 
attention that these recordings – this technological 
ear – did not capture the sounds, as we had per-
ceived them in the woodlands. The recordings 
captured many sounds we had heard, such as the 
vibrant song of birds or playful cries of children, but 
did not capture other sounds, such as those heard 
in the practice of ‘echolocation’. It was on a bright 
spring morning when Elen announced, ‘blind 
people need to teach sighted people how to 
listen’, that I started to consider: what can my 
companions hear? What are they listening to? But 
also, how are they listening? (Petty, 2016, p. 174)

Petty’s acute observation leads her to explore 
the way in which the partially sighted feel 
sound through a process of ‘echolocation’. 
She uses John Hull’s observation that for 
him, ‘perception is no longer specialized or 
located in a specific part of the body, but the 
whole body becomes an organ of perception. 
When I realized this, I no longer thought of 
myself as being blind, but a whole body 
seer…’ (in Petty, 2016, p. 181).

ConClusIon

Petty’s work, as does the other examples 
referred to in this chapter, demonstrates that 
even for those interested in undertaking sonic 
research that it is nevertheless necessary for 
the researchers to ‘learn how to listen’ as one 
path toward understanding the complex 
nature of the sonic, and more importantly the 
nature of embodied knowledge itself. It also 
brings us back full circle to the contention 
mapped out at the beginning of this chapter, 
that sound studies represents an embodiment 
of the sensory turn in the academy – one 
which investigates the sensorial arrangement 
of the body situated historically, socially and 
spatially.



sounds as data 437

furThEr rEAdIng

Bull, Michael and Black, Les (eds.) (2016) 
The  Auditory Culture Reader. London: 
Bloomsbury Press.

Gilman, Lisa (2016) My Music, My War. The 
Listening Habits of U.S. Troops in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Middletown: Wesleyan Univer-
sity Press.

Howes, David and Classen, Constance (2014) 
Ways of Sensing. Understanding the Senses 
in Society. London: Routledge.

Pinch, Trevor and Bisterveld, Karin (eds.) (2012) 
The Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Sterne, Jonathan (ed.) (2012) The Sound 
 Studies Reader. Oxford: Routledge.

For those interested in the way in which sound-
walks, sound mapping and field recording 
might be used in research, the following issue 
of the Journal of Sonic Studies 12 (2016) – 
Encounters With Southeast Asia Through 
Sound contains a range of articles that use 
these methods with great imagination. The 
first issue of Sound Studies. An Interdiscipli-
nary Journal (2016) has a selection of articles 
that discuss the full range of interdisciplinary 
issues surrounding Sound Studies.

rEfErEnCEs

Adorno, Theodor (1974) Minima Moralia: 
Reflections on a Damaged Life. London: New 
Left Books.

Benjamin, Walter (2002) Selected Writings 
1935–1938. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press.

Bijsterveld, Karin (2016) ‘Ethnography and 
archival research’, in Jens Pappenburg and 
Holger Schulze (eds.), Sound as Popular 
 Culture. A Research Companion. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, pp. 99–110.

Birdsall, Carolyn (2012) Nazi Soundscapes. 
Sound, Technology and Urban Space in Ger-
many, 1933–1945. Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press.

Blesser, Barry and Salter, Linda-Ruth (2007) 
Spaces Speak, are you Listening? Experiencing 
Aural Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press.

Brady, Erika (1999) A Spiral Way. How the Pho-
nograph Changed Ethnography. Jackson, 
MS: University Press of Mississippi.

Bull, Michael (2000) Sounding Out the City. 
Personal Stereos and the Management of 
Everyday Life. Oxford: Berg.

Bull, Michael (2007) Sound Moves, iPod Culture 
and Urban Experience. London: Routledge.

Bull, Michael (2013) ‘Sound mix: The framing 
of multi-sensory connections in urban cul-
ture’, Sound Effects, 3(3): 26–45.

Bull, Michael and Back, Les (eds.) (2016) The 
Auditory Culture Reader (2nd edn). London: 
Bloomsbury Press.

Carlyle, Angus and Cox, Rupert (2012) Air Pres-
sure. London: Wellcome Trust.

Cockayne, Emily (2007) Hubbub. Filth, Noise 
and Stench in Britain. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press.

Connor, Steven (2000) Dumbstruck. A Cultural 
History of Ventriloquism. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Corbin, Alain (1998) Village Bells. Sound and 
Meaning in the Nineteenth Century French 
Countryside. New York: Columbia University 
Press.

Csordas, Thomas J. (1990) ‘Embodiment as a 
paradigm for anthropology’, Ethos, 18(1): 
5–47.

Daughtry, Martin (2015) Listening to War. 
Sound, Music, Trauma, and Survival in War-
time Iraq. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Erlmann, Veit (2011) Reason and Resonance. A 
History of Modern Aurality. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.

Gallagher, Michael and Prior, Jonathan (2014) 
‘Sonic geographies: Exploring phonograph 
methods’, Human Geography, 38(2): 
267–84.

Geurts, Kathleen (2002) Culture and the 
Senses: Bodily Ways of Knowing in an Afri-
can Community. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.

Gilman, Lisa (2016) My Music My War. The 
Listening Habits of U.S. Troops in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Connecticut: Wesleyan Univer-
sity Press.

Goggin, Gerard (2006) Cellphone Culture. 
Mobile Technology in Everyday Life. London: 
Routledge.

Grimshaw, Mark and Garner, Tom (2015) Sonic 
Virtuality. Sound as Emergent Perception. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.



The SAGe hAndbook of QuAliTATive dATA ColleCTion 438

Henriques, Julian (2011) Sonic Bodies. Reggae 
Sound Systems, Performance Techniques 
and Ways of Knowing. New York: Contin-
uum Press.

Hirschkind, Charles (2006) The Ethical Sound-
scape. Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counter- 
publics. New York: Columbia University 
Press.

Horkheimer, Max (1972) Critical Theory,  Collected 
Essays. New York: Herder and Herder.

Howes, David (2003) Sensual Relations.  Engaging 
the Senses in Cultural and Social Theory. Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Howes, David (ed.) (2005) Empire of the 
Senses: The Sensual Culture Reader. Oxford: 
Berg.

Howes, David and Classen, Constance (2014) 
Ways of Sensing. Understanding the Senses 
in Society. London: Routledge.

Johnson, Bruce and Cloonan, Martin (2009) 
Dark Side of the Tune: Popular Music and 
Violence. Ashgate Popular and Folk Music 
Series. Farnham: Ashgate.

Kelman, Ari Y. (2010) ‘Rethinking the sound-
scape: A critical genealogy of a key term in 
sound studies’, The Senses and Society, 5(2): 
212–34.

LaBelle, Brandon (2006) Background Noise. 
Perspectives on Sound Art. New York: Con-
tinuum Press.

LaBelle, Brandon (2010) Acoustic Territories. 
Sound Culture and Everyday Life. New York: 
Continuum Press.

Ladurie, Le Roy (2005) Montaillou. Cathars and 
Catholics in a French Village 1294–1324. 
London: Folio Society.

Leese, Peter (2014) Shell Shock. Traumatic Neu-
rosis and the British Soldiers of the First 
World War. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Morat, Daniel (2014) Sounds of Modern His-
tory. Auditory Cultures in 19th and 20th 
Century Europe. New York: Berghahn.

Osterjo, Stefan and Thuy, Nguyễ n T. (2016) 
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