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This paper analyses informal learning arenas of audiophiles and asks which knowledge
is relevant to be regarded as a member of the community.

Audiophiles listen to recorded music and pursue (by setting up their “perfect hi-fi-
system”) a listening experience, which should be as close to a life-sound as possible. The
aim is to hear the music as it was performed or intended by the artist (O’Neill 2004).
Several studies confirmed that audiophiles are mostly well-educated men with incomes
above average. In a survey from 1988 audiophiles reported to follow at least one of the
community-typical periodicals like “Audio”, “Stereophile”, and “The Absolute Sound*
(Perlman 2003).

In former studies, audiophiles have been characterised as either ,golden ears” or ,meter
readers” (Perlman 2004), whereas in German-speaking countries the term “wooden ear”
is also used. Whereas meter readers refer to physical evidence and rely on technical
scales and testing methods to set up and improve a hi-fi system, golden ears rely mostly
on their individual abilities and especially on their accurate ears (in opposition to
“wooden ears”).

Whether the community will be distinguished in these two categories or others, it is
apparent that audiophiles are not a homogenous group. However, “one thing that is
valorised amongst all enthusiasts is knowledge” (Heward 2006, p. 25) and this is the
main focus of this paper.

The previously described meter-readers stem often from a technological background
(Perlman 2004) and therefor access knowledge previously gained in their formal
technological /engineering/science education. The so-called golden ears are more often
laypersons, who learn their relevant knowledge informally (about informal learning see
for instance Marsick et al. 1999; Thaler 2010).

This paper will present insights from ethnographic research and the analysis of the
magazine “Audio” to answer: where and how audiophiles can learn informally
community-relevant knowledge, and which knowledge that is. For instance Jansson
(2010) described this relevant knowledge as subcultural capital and explained how
gendered notions of the hi-fi subculture lead to women’s exclusion from the audiophile
subculture.

The results show that magazines, internet-forums, hi-fi-dealers and fairs can be seen as
informal learning arenas for audiophile knowledge. Additionally audiophiles meet
others (e.g. in groups of regulars or friends who meet in their living rooms) and discuss
hi-fi components, sound qualities of recordings etc., this can be seen as informal peer
training.

In all informal learning arenas two kinds of knowledge could be observed: the objective
body of technological and physical hi-fi-knowledge and the more subjective knowledge
expressed in a language to describe individual listening experiences and hi-fi-system
performances.
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