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When Sound Meets Movement:  
Performance in  
Electronic Dance Music

Pedro Peixoto Ferreira

In an article published a few years ago in Leonardo 
Music Journal, Ben Neill [1] argued that one of the key ideas 
to come out of recent electronic pop culture was the way tra-
ditional notions of performer and audience were “completely 
erased and redefined” by a new “rave sensibility” in which 
the artist is not the center of attention, only the channeler 
of the dance floor’s energy—much like Terence McKenna’s 
shaman—and the provider of a backdrop for social interac-
tion. According to Neill, in this new situation the audience 
“truly becomes the performance,” an idea that was “explored 
by the avant-garde for years,” albeit with less impact “because 
of the limited audience for classical avant-garde events.” What, 

however, is the particular role of 
technology in this contemporary 
redistribution of performance?

A few pages later, in the same is-
sue of LMJ, Bob Ostertag [2] pre-
sented the problem of performance 
in electronic music in terms of the 
technological obliteration of the 
body of the performer. According 
to Ostertag, “Before the advent of 
machines that could automate so-
phisticated processes, there was no 
performance without the body,” but 
“when early tape music pioneers 
first put a tape deck onstage and announced that their perfor-
mance would consist of hitting the ‘play’ button,” the “thorny 

a b s t r a c t

This article discusses the 
problem of performance in 
electronic dance music (EDM), 
considering its specificity in the 
use of technically reproduced 
sound to promote a non-stop 
dancing experience. Instead of 
a schizophonic rupture between 
performer and audience, EDM is 
seen to perform a transducive 
mediation between machine 
sound and human movement.

Fig. 1. Performance in electronic dance music corresponds to the actualization, in the DJ–dance floor relation, of the shared reality of human 
movement and machine sound. 

©2008 ISAST LEONARDO MUSIC JOURNAL, Vol. 18, pp. 17–20, 2008      17



18      Ferreira, When Sound Meets Movement

usually also a DJ) in a recording studio 
selects and organizes sounds in deter-
mined ways, he is already acting in ac-
cordance with their virtual effects on a 
dance floor. Experimenting with sound 
combinations, he is also experimenting 
with his audience’s movements, thus 
producing a kind of tool that comes 
from and arrives at his relations with the 
dance floor. To believe that the source 
of sounds in EDM is located in a record-
ing studio or in the individual choices 
of a DJ would be to insist on an arbi-
trary and doubtful picture of the whole  
process [11].

Schizophonia  
or TranSducTion?
It was the belief that technology separated 
sounds from the corporeal movements 
that generated them that led R. Murray 
Schafer to diagnose “schizophonia” as 
the pathology of the technical reproduc-
tion of sound. According to Schafer’s 
conception, “Original sounds are tied to 
the mechanisms which produced them,” 
but “electroacoustic sounds are copies” 
severed from their natural sources [12].

Every sound has a source, certainly, 
but finding this source in each case is 
not always a simple task. Undoubtedly, 
Schafer’s concept of schizophonia has 
the merit of calling attention to the in-
tricacies of the electroacoustic process 
so that it may thus cease to be accepted 
as obvious. Why, however, should only 
the electroacoustic process cease to be 
accepted as obvious? Why not make this 
schizophonic rupture an opportunity to 
question also the obviousness of the so-
called “natural” sources of sound? For 
it is important to notice, together with 
Jonathan Sterne, that Schafer’s proposal 
only diagnoses a technological disease by 
assuming an implicit parameter of natu-
ral health, that it “carries with it asser-
tions about what we necessarily are, and, 
by extension . . . about the limits of what 
we can become” [13].

Does the use of sound-reproducing 
machines necessarily entail an electro-
acoustic rupture? Does this not take for 
granted what should be the very object 
of investigation, namely, the actual roles 
and effects of machines on human inter-
action?

As Sterne argues convincingly, the 
technical reproduction of sound is only 
poorly described as being a dissociation of 
sound from its original sound source and 
would be much better described as the 
alteration of the relation between them 
by the introduction of a new mediation: 
the transducer. According to Sterne, it 

When in Brazil for a concert in 2001, 
Stockhausen was asked by a local jour-
nalist if he liked the German electronic 
group Kraftwerk, EDM pioneers who al-
ways declared themselves to be strongly 
influenced by him [6]. After being kind 
enough to say he liked Kraftwerk, the 
composer went on to admit he found 
their music “too simple,” “too limited 
in terms of musical quality”: “I expected 
more polyphonies, more variations and 
richness of structures, harmonies etc.” 
[7]. A few years earlier, when asked by 
a British radio station to comment on 
pieces by four so-called IDM DJs (Aphex 
Twin, Scanner, Plastikman and Daniel 
Pemberton), he insistently suggested 
they listen to his own compositions of the 
1950s and 1960s so they would “learn” 
to use “changing tempi and changing 
rhythms,” “non-metric and non-periodic 
rhythms,” “unusual and very demanding 
harmonic relationships,” and to “not al-
low themselves any repetitions.” Relating 
repetition to drug psychology, he de-
plored the fact that when music is “used 
for certain purposes” such as “to have 
a special effect in dancing bars,” it “be-
comes a whore.” Arguing that what these 
DJs do was originally done with much 
more quality by experimental composers 
of the past, he suggested they “learn from 
works which have already gone through 
a lot of temptations and have refused to 
give in to these stylistic or to these fash-
ionable temptations” [8].

Noticeably, what these criticisms ignore 
is both the DJ’s technical procedures—
which rely on the repetitiveness and 
simplicity of the tracks and specialize in 
making people dance—and the elemen-
tary fact that “the body makes different 
demands from the ears” [9], demands re-
lated precisely to those “dancing effects” 
so deplored by Stockhausen. This is not 
to say that there is no experimentation in 
EDM, only that it is not usually focused 
on the artistic creation of musical forms 
but rather on the technological modula-
tion of the sound-movement relation. In 
other words, EDM is not a kind of cre-
ative message sent by a performer to his 
audience, but the sonorous dimension of 
a particular collective movement.

In principle, one may listen to EDM 
at any time, place or situation. However, 
beyond this contingent indetermination, 
it is the DJ’s machine-mediated relation 
with his dance floor that historically de-
termined its actual present form: cer-
tain sounds played by the DJ generating 
certain movements on the dance floor 
and also being generated by them, with-
out it being clear which one came first 
[10]. When an EDM producer (who is 

problem” of how to get the performer’s 
body across all technological mediations 
that lead to the final work has haunted 
many performers and theorists. Ostertag 
relates this problem to what he sees as 
“the tension residing at the very core of 
modern life—that between the human 
body and the machine,” a tension that 
he believes cannot be solved, only expe-
rienced. What, however, are the actual 
effects of this tension in the particular 
case of electronic dance music?

In this article I deal with these ques-
tions while considering the problem of 
performance in electronic dance mu-
sic (EDM) from the perspective of its 
technological mediation of the sound-
movement relation. According to this 
perspective, performance in EDM is not 
a question of localized agency, but of the 
effective mediation between recorded 
sounds and collective movements, and 
the performer-machine relation is not a 
matter of opposition but of association 
and transformation in the technological 
actualization of the sound-movement  
relation. We could say that, in EDM, 
performance corresponds to this actu-
alization: human movements making 
visible what machine sounds are making 
audible [3].

Move Your FeeT To The 
rhYThM oF The BeaT
Let me begin with the empirical and 
verifiable fact that EDM is made, above 
all, for non-stop dancing. Admittedly, it 
is possible to do many other things while 
listening to EDM, but it is the immer-
sion in the intense experience of non-
stop dancing, more than anything else, 
which defines its specificity, its operative 
nexus. The failure to grasp this elemen-
tary principle has led many to take EDM 
for what it is not.

EDM is frequently understood as a di-
rect development of last century’s musi-
cal avant-gardes, or as a variety of today’s 
electronic art music. This idea is propa-
gated and promoted not only by many re-
searchers, but also by many DJs, especially 
those whose music some call “Intelligent 
Dance Music” (IDM) [4]. How mislead-
ing can this apparently harmless corre-
lation be for the proper understanding 
of both EDM and electronic art music? 
Consider, for instance, the case of the re-
cently deceased German electroacoustic 
composer Karlheinz Stockhausen. Fre-
quently acclaimed “granddaddy of elec-
tronic music” [5], he is seen by many as 
one of EDM’s main high-art references. 
Nonetheless, he was always ready to de-
spise it.
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understand sound-reproducing technolo-
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and its source).
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performance in EDM (Fig. 1).

Does it still make sense to attribute 
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floor when they are both only mediators, 
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non-stop dancing, DJ and dance floor, 
machine sounds and human movements 
insistently perform their shared reality.
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was in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury that research on the technical re-
production of sound moved away from 
the particular mechanisms of the sound 
sources to the general operation of trans-
duction, which governs sound reception. 
What happened then was a shift from the 
particular strings, levers, bellows and 
gears of the sound sources (the causes of 
sound) to the general transducive opera-
tion of the sound receptors (the effects of 
sound). From that moment on, techni-
cally reproducible sound became what 
could be described as “any sound” or 
“sound in general,” sound as a generic 
effect of the propagation of a vibration 
through different media, independent of 
any particular cause. In EDM, this differ-
ence really made a difference.

When sound became “any sound” in 
phonography, it was definitely severed 
from any particular source. However, 
in EDM, this schizophonic obliteration 
of the central source of sound had as its 
necessary complement the transducive 
emergence of its distributed movement. 
When hip-hop and disco DJs of the 1970s 
began experimenting systematically with 
tape loops, breakbeat records, drum 
machines and powerful high-fidelity 
amplification, they were not suffering 
technological obliterations of their own 
bodies but participating actively in the 
technical emergence of new collective 
dancing bodies. EDM DJs since then 
have increasingly found in machines the 
means to refine their control over the se-
lection and reproduction of sound, thus 
improving the intensity and efficacy of 
their relation with the dance floor. If, 
in addition, the dance floor is both the 
source and the recipient of the sounds 
played by the DJ, it is because these 
sounds make a new collectivity audible to 
itself as a kind of human-machine sound-
movement assemblage [14].

perForMance  
in elecTronic  
dance MuSic
It should be clear by now that, when con-
sidering the problem of performance in 
EDM, it is imperative to acknowledge the 
elementary fact that EDM makes audible a 
present sonorous-motor event, more than any 
supposedly original past musical performance. 
True, there is a rather tortuous path link-
ing the movements of the dance floor to 
the sounds that come out of the loud-
speakers; a path that traverses time and 
space in ways to which we are not accus-
tomed, that scrambles the usual schemes 
we employ to organize our everyday 
corporeal experiences [15]. The impor-
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