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Audile Scarification
On Cultures of Loudness and the 
Normalization of Hearing Damage

Blending cultural theory, disability studies, and participant audi-

tion, this paper argues that high volumes produced in a range of 

cultural contexts—from amplifiers at concerts to hand dryers in 

bathrooms—are best understood as a distinctive form of cultural 

practice: scarification of the middle ear. Walking the line between 

concepts of “hearing loss” and “deaf gain,” this paper analyzes 

high volume listening as a form of collective participation and 

belonging, both voluntary and involuntary. Loud acoustic cul-

tures modify the structure of hearing both at the instant of audi-

tion and subsequently through repeated participation. Through 

a consideration of spaces of loudness, as well as practices of 

auditory prophylaxis, this paper attempts to move beyond both 

the false consciousness models still prevalent in much of the 

public health literature, and more semiotically-based approach-

es that treat loudness first as a form of signification. 
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