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Sound studies have been popular in the social 
sciences and humanities for decades, but a recent 
surge in technological advances in audio recording has 
led to research on sound, from a wholistic as opposed 
to single species perspective, in the ecological 
sciences. Soundscape ecology has largely centered on 
non-human research, such as long-term sound studies 
evaluating environmental health and investigations of 
spatial-temporal patterns to ascertain interactions 
between species (Pijanowski 2016). Ethnomusicolo-
gists have led the call for greater integration between 
sound studies in the social and biological sciences, and 
focusing more attention to sound, music, and 
meaning (Guyette and Post 2015). Ethnobiology is in 
a unique position to link these interdisciplinary sound 
studies, especially because of its long history of 
addressing local ecological knowledge and bridging 
the humanities and biological science disciplines. 

Sound can provide information that is crucial and 
not readily accessible through sight. Whereas sound-
scape ecologists are now using recorders to monitor 
environmental health (Pijanowski 2016), ethnobiolo-
gists have, for decades, studied communities that use 
sound as indicators of environmental dynamics 
(Hunn 1992; Schaffer 2014). Unfortunately, most 
ethnobiological literature mentioned such data 
peripherally. The few examples of studies emphasiz-
ing sound can serve as an important resource for 
future research. Ethnobiological research that 
incorporates sound maybe grouped according to 

Sound is an important element in an individual’s 
understanding of place and environmental conditions. 
As ethnobiology research has shown, sounds are 
often used as signals or cues for various events or 
presences, such as a bird that sings before it rains 
(Schaffer 2014:315). While there are examples of 
sounded ecological knowledge within ethnobiology 
research, it is usually peripheral, especially to method-
ologies unrelated to linguistics. Considering that very 
few studies forefront sound, this review discusses 
several that do and their potential to inform future 
research. 

In addition, this review will argue that a move 
towards ethnobiology research that directly recogniz-
es sounded ecological knowledge, will benefit greatly 
by looking at examples of literature outside ethnobiol-
ogy, especially from ethnomusicology and soundscape 
ecology. Ethnomusicology has a long history of 
research into the importance of sound in ecological 
and social understandings, while soundscape ecology 
is a new field that “examines how sounds produced 
by objects over space and time are related to natural 
and human activities occurring at a place” (Pijanowski 
2016:839). Conversation between the three fields of 
ethnobiology, ethnomusicology, and soundscape 
ecology have the potential to bridge gaps and develop 
innovative interdisciplinary methodologies to 
understand the importance of environmental sound 
from biological (e.g., animals/humans) and non-
biological (e.g., thunder) sources. 
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several themes. A first such theme includes sound as 
an environmental indicator. Turpin et al. (2013) write 
of the importance of sounds made by snake lizards as 
a signal that yams are ready for harvest. A second 
theme is language and sound, such as onomatopoeia 
and sound symbolism. Among the numerous re-
sources in this area, an article by Berlin and O’Neill 
(1981) illustrates the long history of this theme in 
ethnobiology research. A third is evident in classifica-
tion systems research, some of which incorporate all 
the physical senses. For example, an article by 
Ramires et al. (2015) describes research incorporating 
visual and aural methodologies to elicit data from 
participants.  

Hunn (1992) also references ethnobiological 
methods involving sound. While there are a few 
examples which incorporate sound into methods, in 
many cases it is completely absent. For example, a 
useful and recent methods book entitled Methods of 
Ethnoecology and Ethnobiology focuses primarily on visual 
stimuli without any mention of sound in discussions 
of environmental perception (Albuquerque et al. 
2014).  

At issue is not ethnobiology’s heavy focus on 
visual stimuli, which makes sense considering that 
many animal species and plants are non-vocal. 
Instead, the concern is over the dearth of research 
focusing on sound from biological and/or non-
biological sources. The few studies addressing sound 
as a primary topic illustrate its potential benefits. For 
example, Jennifer Schine (2012) wrote about 
“acoustical ecologies of knowing the biological world 
through sonic interactions with ethnobiology,” 
arguing that “our experience of listening can inform 
us about the transformation (and continuity) of 
resource-based living to environmentalism, and the 
contemporary importance of sound in the cultural 
history of British Columbia’s coastal communities.” 
In another unique example, Firew Mekbib looked at 
folksongs in a farming community in Ethiopia, 
arguing that they are used to transmit knowledge 
about caring for sorghum, the main crop. The author 
called this research a “new system of appraising 
farmers’ bioecocultural heritage” (Mekbib 2009:1).  

Outside of ethnobiology, other fields with lengthy 
durée in sound focused research could serve as 
important resources to encourage innovative research 
and methodologies. Collaboration between ethnomu-
sicology, ethnobiology, and soundscape ecology could 
improve methodologies for understanding ecological 

knowledge, its importance, and the ways in which 
communities are adapting to climate and environmen-
tal change more broadly. Many ethnomusicologists 
have studied local ecological knowledge, looking at 
the importance of sound in ecological knowledge and 
cultural identity for decades (e.g., Feld 2012; Seeger 
1981). More recent articles on sounded knowledge 
have looked at the role of sound and agency, space, 
and human-non-human relationships (e.g., de Mori 
and Seeger 2013; Sakakeeny 2010). In addition, 
Guyette and Post (2015) have already begun to bridge 
soundscape ecology and ethnomusicology. Their 
article looked at two case studies in Mongolia and 
New Zealand, presenting research from a soundscape 
ecological perspective and an ethnomusicological 
perspective for each.   

Soundscape ecology and ethnobiology also stand 
to benefit from consulting one another’s literature. 
Shaffer’s (2014) article on co-producing climate 
knowledge between community members in Rural 
Tanzania and Western scientists serves as an example 
of possible intersections between these two fields. 
While the article is focused on visual markers, she 
opens with a quote from a community elder about 
changing climate causing birds to no longer make 
certain calls used to predict the weather (Shaffer 
2014:315). This article illustrates that, peripherally, 
published ethnobiological studies point to the 
importance of sound for communities’ perceptions of 
climate change, which soundscape ecologists are just 
starting to detect in their analysis (Krause and Farina 
2016). The inclusion of soundscape ecology’s meth-
ods of passive acoustic recording and analysis could 
contribute to the co-production of knowledge 
between researchers and collaborators. Potentially 
useful analyses include tracking specific species over 
time (of interest to collaborators), and looking for 
overall patterns and changes in the make-up of sounds 
throughout days, seasons, and even years (Pijanowski 
2016). 
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