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Introduction

In 2020, the Soundscape Research Studio, the Institute of Cultural Studies, the 
Institute of Musicology at the University of Wrocław, and the Central European 
Network for Sonic Ecologies organized the international academic conference 
The Second Life of Recorded Sounds1 devoted to the reuse of archival, non-musical 
recordings in academic research, artistic practices, as well as in ecological and 
political activism, and education. The use of sound recordings for purposes other 
than those for which they were originally recorded raises questions about their 
identity, instrumentalization, and the transformations they undergo in new cultu
ral, social, and political contexts. There is a need for critical reflection on the re-
cording process itself, which can be seen as a form of appropriating the heritage 
of colonized and marginalized communities, and on sound technologies as instru-
ments for perpetuating and reproducing colonial power and racism.

The conference papers dealt, among other things, with ethical issues related 
to sound recording, listening to recordings, and re-mediation. Research focused 
on biographies of problematic sound legacies, for example wiretaps or record-
ings made in colonial contexts and in prisoner-of-war camps during World War I. 
Presentations on ethical issues related to the collection and use of recordings, for 
example in the context of bio- and necropolitics, as well as the decolonization 
of sound archives and the politics of collecting, inspired us to reflect on “sensi-
tive sound recordings.” By defining the object of our interest in this way, we also 
invoke the notion of “sensitive heritage,” which appears in discussions on mu-
seum collections of artifacts from outside Western culture and their restitution.2

In our article presented in this issue of Prace Kulturoznawcze, we define 
“sensitive sound recordings” as ones linked to the experiences of trauma, exclu-
sion, and injustice of those whose voices were recorded, as well as the commu
nities to which they belonged. They are correlates of the “sensitive heritage” and 
sometimes the “difficult heritage” (S. Macdonald) of communities. Broadening 
the scope of the term “sensitive recordings” in relation to the above-mentioned 
definition, we could also include recordings that violate taboos, for example, in 

1  Conference programme: http://pracownia.audiosfery.uni.wroc.pl/the-second-life-of-recorded-
sounds/ (accessed 26.05.2022).

2  See also P. Schorch, “Sensitive Heritage: Ethnographic Museums, Provenance Research, 
and the Potentialities of Restitutions,” Museum and Society 18, 2020, no. 1, pp. 1–5, https://doi.
org/10.29311/mas.v18i1.3459.
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some cultural contexts, recordings of religious ceremonies3 or intimate situations. 
Such recordings, sometimes because of the manner and context of their creation, 
confront the listener and user with a whole spectrum of complex problems related 
to the right to collect, dispose, and listen to them, as well as the social, political 
and ethical consequences of their reuse in research, educational, and artistic prac-
tices. Approaching the recording as a form of life and analyzing its biography al-
lows us to grasp its social causality and transformation.4 “Sensitive sound record-
ings” refer to “difficult” and “moving” recordings that evoke affects and emotions. 
They constitute a kind of “sensitive heritage” of communities, and sometimes also 
a problematic heritage, such as recordings of wiretaps. “Sensitive recordings” do 
not allow listeners to be indifferent; they demand from their users, who include 
researchers, a responsible, caring attitude.

The concept of acoustethics proposed by Jacek Smolicki, which emphasizes 
the need for a reflexive approach to sound recording (a complex process that al-
ways takes place in an area understood as a space of diverse and non-obvious rela-
tions between acting and interacting actors — human subjects, technology, places, 
etc.), takes into account the specificity of sensitive recordings.5 Sensitive sound 
recordings not only evoke affective and emotional responses, but are also capable 
of conveying the affective dimension of particular places and entering into a com-
plex and dynamic relationship with meta-comments about themselves. This caus-
ality of recordings is captured in an interesting way by Jadwiga Zimpel, who 
wonders about their status as an element of the cultural heritage of cities.6 The 
problem of transforming a recording into a cultural heritage correlate is, in turn, 
taken up by Uta C. Schmidt, a co-founder of the Ruhr Sound Landscape Archive.7 
Recording, storing, listening to, and using sound recordings are cultural practices 
of great political significance. In times of modern surveillance techniques, wars, 
and migration, the political entanglement of recordings and sonic big data be-
comes an issue that should be carefully examined. In this volume it is raised by 
Sara Pinheiro by posing a series of questions not only about the political nature 

3  Piotr Cichocki discusses, among other things, the problem of power relations in the process 
of making recordings of the vimbuza ritual of the Tumbuka community in the northern region of 
Malawi and the functioning of this kind of recording outside colonial patterns. See in the present 
volume: P. Cichocki, “Towards the Problematization of an Audio Document: An Experiment in 
Cooperative Recordings.”

4  See in the present volume: R. Tańczuk, S. Wieczorek, “Sensitive Recording as a Form of Life: 
The Case of Ryszard Siwiec’s Message.”

5  See in the present volume: J. Smolicki, “Acoustethics: Careful Approaches to Recorded 
Sounds and Their Second Life.”

6  See in the present volume: J. Zimpel, “Samples of a Place: Urban Field Recordings as a Sensi-
tive Resource of Urban Cultural Heritage.”

7  See in the present volume: U.C. Schmidt, “Soundscape of the Ruhr: Sensitive Sounds. Be-
tween Documentation, Composition and Historical Research.”
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of sound, but also about the political agency of field recording.8 A different per-
spective on the approach to sensitive recordings is outlined by Anna Kvíčalová.9 
The author focuses on the production processes of new knowledge about sound 
and formation of new listening techniques that take place in fonoscopy laborator-
ies during the analysis of recordings from security service wiretaps.

Renata Tańczuk, Sławomir Wieczorek

8  See in the present volume: S. Pinheiro, “Field Recordings: A Manifesto.”
9  See in the present volume: A. Kvíčalová, “Other than Ethical: STS-Oriented Approaches to 

Communist Audio Forensics.”
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