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Music Listening Activities in the Digital Age
An Act of Cultural Participation 
through Adequate Music
R A p h A ë L  N o wA k

Listening consists of perceiving an auditory stimulus through 
hearing. It is performed by a subject who listens to a sonic 
object. The activity of listening is contextualized within a par-
ticular environment that mediates the conditions of listening. 
During listening activities, all individuals’ senses are mobi-
lized. This is the reason why discourses on listening must 
encompass the interactions between the subject, their senses 
and attention span over the course of the listening activity, 
the actual music content listened to, the technology used to 
do so and the environment within which the activity unfolds.

The conditions of listening activities evolve over time. 
The technological variable has encountered a number of 
recent technical and material changes. Practices of music 
production, distribution and consumption are said to have 
been transformed by the technological upheavals that have 
marked the digital age of recorded music. Little is however 
said about how this potentially transforms the actual activi-
ties of listening. Instead, scholars often analyze practices of 
consumption through the use of a particular digital object—
for example, the iPod—and explore their meanings.

Beyond providing revolutionary cultural changes, digital 
technologies contribute in increasing the presence of music 
throughout the various environments of everyday life. More-
over, a second element to consider is that they multiply the 
material presence of music. The major consequence of these 
aforementioned outcomes is to turn listening activities into 

sites of cultural struggle. If music is omnipresent, then its 
meaning is increasingly contested. It becomes an even greater 
marker of cultural participation to particular worlds. In navi-
gating the various environments of everyday life, listeners 
seek an “adequate music” [1] in phase with their desire to be 
in the world.

This article is divided in two sections. The first section dis-
cusses the different variables that compose listening activities 
and identifies how the digital age of music technologies has 
induced changes in such listening activities. The second sec-
tion explores how individuals attempt to grasp the adequate 
music to participate in specific worlds.

The DigiTAL Age of MuSiC LiSTeNiNg

Listening is performed in the interaction between a subject 
(listener) and an object (speech, noises, music, etc.). In the 
case of music, listening mostly consists of interacting with re-
corded sounds and is therefore performed through particular 
technological artifacts. The action of listening unfolds within 
time and space, hereafter referred to as the environment of 
the listening activity. In that regard, listening is mediated by a 
number of elements that arouse individuals’ senses and alter 
the meaning of music. I depict these elements as a system 
of interactions in an attempt to explain listening activities. 
However, approaches to the issue of listening tend to high-
light one variable above others. In this section, I explore some 
accounts of listening and argue that the changes induced by 
the digital age of music technologies require an even more 
dynamic and interactive perspective on listening activities.

Critical theorist Theodor Adorno locates the meaning of 
listening activities within the actual object, or content, of lis-
tening. His influential perspective on popular music is deeply 
rooted in a political analysis of the culture industry from a 
Marxist approach. In his 1941 text “On Popular Music,” he 
pursues a distinction between “serious music” and “popular 
music” on the basis of how each type of music is produced 
and what it communicates. He argues that listening to either 
produces particular affects, or stimuli, in individuals. “This 
contrasting character of the standardization . . . provides a 
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rough, preliminary setting for the effect upon the listener” 
[2]. Popular music is standardized, and listeners can therefore 
predict the whole sequence of the songs to which they listen: 
“The listener can supply the ‘framework’ automatically, since 
it is a mere musical automatism itself ” [3]. Hence, listening to 
popular music is effortless. It makes listeners passive in their 
interactions with music. To Adorno, this is because “popular 
music commands its own listening habits” [4].

In the example of this influential theory, the meaning of 
listening activities is embedded within the content itself. 
This leads philosopher Nick Zangwill to argue that Adorno 
discusses music in quite an “arbitrary” fashion. In a severe 
critique, he writes: “The disappointing truth is that Adorno 
is just reporting on his own idiosyncratic form of musical 
listening, one overlaid by extraneous ideologies” [5]. Turn-
ing to the sociology of music provides a greater sense of how 
multiple subjectivities can define popular music through lis-
tening practices.

In the sociology of music, there is an attempt to broaden 
the focus on listening by drawing on the idea that music is 
an object that is diffused within context(s). Tia DeNora takes 
the task of critically assessing the input of Adorno and argues 
that “music analysis, traditionally conceived as an exercise 
that ‘tells’ about the ‘music itself,’ is insufficient as a means 
for understanding musical affect” [6]. To DeNora, music 
has affordances to which listeners respond, affordances that 
they use as possibilities of action within their everyday lives. 
Her approach identifies music listening activities as diffused 
and contextualized. This results in a less politically charged 
theory intended to place the subjectivity of listeners at the 
core of everyday listening practices. Nonetheless, issues of 
technologies and materiality are missing from DeNora’s so-
ciological perspective [7].

The work of Jonathan Sterne (2006) sheds light upon the 
role of technological artifacts in our everyday interactions 
with music. In exploring the MP3 file as an auditory tech-
nology, he argues that the file “contain[s] a praxeology of 
listening” [8]. He continues by arguing that the dominant 
digital format is “designed to be heard via headphones while 
outdoors, in a noisy dorm room, in an office with a loud 
computer fan, in the background as other activities are tak-
ing place and through low-fi or mid-fi computer speakers” 
[9]. However, regardless of how the technology is “designed,” 
or what it “contains,” it is then embedded within a system of 
interactions that composes listening activities. Conclusions 
on what technologies “enable,” “make people do” or “are de-
signed to do” neglect the dynamic process through which 
they are integrated.

The digital age of music technologies has participated in 
increasing the presence of music in everyday life and across 
a variety of environments. Music is not only there; it is a 
possibility. With the advent of digital technologies, the ma-
teriality of music is only further emphasized [10]. Objects are 
compared and contrasted in terms of what listening activity 
they induce. Individuals multiply their listening activities 
through the array of technological options at their disposal, 
affecting how they unfold within particular everyday en-

vironments [11]. Thus, within the contemporary landscape 
of recorded music, listening entangles various types of ac-
tivities and materialities, from listening at home to a CD, 
vinyl disc, streaming service; on the go through individual 
or recommended playlists on an iPod or a smartphone; or 
to “ubiquitous music” [12] that is played within particular 
social environments (shopping malls, tube or train stations, 
hotel lobbies and so on).

The configurations of listening proliferate with the number 
of options from which to choose. Thus the question is not 
whether music is “ubiquitous” or listened to in a private and 
individualized fashion. Both configurations coexist and are 
difficult to measure and quantify. The scope of sociological 
research on listening to music must interrogate the kind of 
engagement individuals have with music and with what result.

If music is mediated, then the meaning of listening ac-
tivities changes. It is to be investigated in context. The envi-
ronment of the listening activity mediates the relationship 
between individuals and music through listening, and it cre-
ates a system of interactions between the subject, the music 
content, the technology used to do so and the environment 
within which the listening activity occurs. By accounting for 
the dynamic interactions of these variables, my sociological 
approach considers listening activities as uncertain in their 
outcomes, with individuals engaging in an endeavor to grasp 
upon the “adequate music.”

LiSTeNiNg, pARTiCipATioN AND  
The puRSuiNg of ADequATe MuSiC

Listening means participating in a cultural world. Listening 
activities are a mode of engagement with an environment, as 
mediated by the sound of music and how it affects listeners. 
For instance, in listening to music broadcast in a shoe store, 
individuals participate in the sonic environment as defined 
by the person in charge of choosing the music providing a 
suitable ambiance for the store. All individuals’ senses are 
tuned to how the environment is composed. If an individual 
chooses to block out the shoe store music by listening to a 
personal playlist, or to an algorithmically curated playlist, the 
mode of engagement differs. The experience of being in the 
shoe store is then mediated by the different music content 
listened to. The mode of participation changes.

The very possibility of engagement in various listening ac-
tivities is a product of a technological and cultural evolution. 
Sterne (2003) points out how the technocultural framework 
transforms how individuals listen, and the functions of lis-
tening, over time [13]. In the digital age of music technologies 
and the multiple material sources from which music now 
emanates, music listening activities become a site of struggle. 
In our contemporary attention economy, music participates 
in defining everyday environments by particular moods or 
ambiances, which encourage individuals to act, behave and 
consume in certain fashions. In turn, the omnipresence of 
music augments the contestation of its meaning.

To Zangwill, listening “does not have political content,” 
but it “has political consequences” [14]. The political con-
sequences of listening concern the type of cultural partici-
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pation within everyday environments in which individuals 
want to engage. In that regard, it is not the content of listening 
activities that is political—as Adorno argues [15]—but the 
very mode of engagement in listening that acts as a political 
statement. French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy (2007) high-
lights how listening represents a way to “be in the world” [16]. 
In a time of ubiquitous music, listening activities can be done 
in opposition to other ones. Music can challenge other music. 
Listening to some music rather than other music becomes a 
statement. It means participating in a world. In opposition, 
it also means refusing to participate in other worlds. Music 
delineates and demarcates these different worlds and, conse-
quently, the type of cultural participations in them.

The motivations behind cultural participation in differ-
ent worlds are to be sought within the possibility for music 
to affect individuals in certain fashions. In his research on 
listening, Antoine Hennion (2007) provides the most de-
tailed sociological scrutiny of listening activities. Drawing 
on a microscale analysis of music listeners that focuses on 
the actual “journey” of listening, Hennion depicts the ac-
tive engagement of individuals through bodily practices that 
are aimed at becoming more receptive to the actual sound 
of music. Moreover, besides this activity of “tasting” music 
through listening, listening occurs within an environment 
that Hennion sees as mediated by various elements:

To accentuate listening is to reintroduce into taste the act 
of tasting: the irreducible heterogeneity of a real event, not 
only the masterpiece and the listener, . . . but of bodies, of 
devices and dispositions, of duration, an ungraspable ob-
ject, an instant that passes, states that emerge [17].

Individuals gather as much as possible from the content 
listened to and therefore increase the musical pleasure re-
sulting from the listening activity. Hennion insists on the 
uncertain outcome of listening activities. What emerges from 
his input is individuals’ endeavor to seize upon the “adequate 
music” within particular environments.

Musicologist Ola Stockfelt (1997) argues that music can 
be “adequate” to particular environments. To him, a genre 
of music is associated with a number of codes and places. 
For instance, mainstream popular music may be adequate 
to a shoe store where individuals engage in consumerist ac-
tions, and the genre opera adequate to an opera house where 
individuals are appropriately dressed up for the occasion [18]. 
To Stockfelt, music genres are associated with a number of 
listening situations. This means that music can be adequately 
diffused within an array of environments. Adequate listening 
occurs when music fits in with an environment. Stockfelt’s 
account represents a shift from Adorno’s argument locating 
the right music in the content listened to toward a dynamic 
perspective wherein music content and environment are co-
constructed. The right way to listen to music becomes the 
adequate way to listen to music.

In light of the changes induced by the digital age of music 
technologies on the importance of material objects in lis-
tening activities, Stockfelt’s input needs to be updated. With 

the multiplicity of options from which individuals choose 
in engaging in listening activities, the question of adequate 
music and adequate listening relates to the type of cultural 
participation that they favor. Music is listened to adequately 
when it results in the affects that were initially sought when 
engaging with the music. As such, listening activities provide 
the affective resource that individuals pursue throughout the 
various environments of their everyday lives [19]. Adequate 
music can be defined as a symbiosis between how individuals 
engage in listening activities—through a choice of technol-
ogy, content and with bodily postures [20]—and how these 
activities unfold within a particular everyday environment. 
Adequate listening anchors the participation of individuals 
within particular cultural worlds. In turn, adequate music 
truly highlights the potential of music to represent a resource 
that not only accompanies but also helps individuals perform 
certain tasks. Music is a resource when adequately listened 
to, which means that it produces the affects sought after by 
the subject and it is appropriately associated with the ac-
tivity within which it generates such affects. For instance, 
when music is adequate to the activity of running, it enables 
individuals to participate in the environment within which 
they run in the way that they intend. It is the listening activ-
ity that changes the perception of the environment and that 
encourages individuals to participate in it the way that they 
intended.

Adorno argues that listening is “manipulated,” notably by 
a “system of response mechanisms wholly antagonistic to 
the ideal of individuality” [21]. In fact, the possibilities for 
configuration of listening activities are now greater, through 
the range of technological options and music content. Hence, 
individuals contest the meaning of music by engaging with it 
in various ways, which all affirm a mode of cultural engage-
ment to a particular world.

CoNCLuSioN

This article explores the changes induced by the digital age of 
music technologies on listening activities. Digital technolo-
gies contribute in making music more ubiquitous and mul-
tiply its material presence. Music is contested in its meaning 
and its presence. In fact, listening activities become sites of 
cultural struggle for the adequate music that is most suited to 
an environment. Listening activities become greater markers 
of cultural participation in specific worlds. When options 
multiply, choosing one over others becomes a statement 
about a mode of engagement with music and a type of par-
ticipation to a cultural world.

With this perspective on listening, I argue that listening 
activities are composed of a system of interactions between 
four variables (subject, object, technology and environment), 
which are contextualized and dynamic. In an age of digital 
technologies and ubiquitous music, the very presence and 
meaning of music is contested. The ubiquity of music is chal-
lenged by what functions it is supposed to perform. Technol-
ogies are thus explored through how they are diffused within 
particular modes of cultural engagement through music.
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