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When it comes to listening1, whether to music or to discourse, how many ears are 

involved depends, of course, on the number of listeners; but one thing seems quite 

sure: it will be a multiple of two. Ears, in the act of listening, work by pairs. There seem 

to be no exceptions in the animal world, except perhaps for one solitary species. 

As Ronald R. Hoy, a neurobiologist at Cornell University, writes in his introduction 

to the volume titled Comparative Hearing: Insects2: If an animal has one ear, it has 

another. Ears come in pairs—one on each side of the head—in all vertebrates, anyway. 

In mammals, one thinks of a pair of external fleshy appendages; in frogs or lizards, a 

pair of naked ‘eardrums.’ [. . .] In striking contrast, an insect’s ears can be located 

virtually anywhere on its body, albeit also in pairs. Tympanal organs can be found in 

various locations, in its legs or its mouthparts, in its abdomen or its thorax, and even in 

its wings.” The only exception seems to be the praying mantis: it has what Hoy and his 

colleague David Yager have called a “cyclopean ear.”3 

So much for the listening ears. When it comes to sheer anatomy, though, it is 

different. If we don’t consider its use in listening, an ear is just an ear, a piece of flesh 

that nothing ties to any other piece of flesh. This is why, in an extraordinary little story 

by Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventure of the Cardboard Box, published in The Strand 

Magazine in 1893, the famous detective Sherlock Holmes can talk about the ear using 

 
1 A first draft of these pages was read on December 19, 2018, in the seminar on psychoanalysis led by 
Stéphane Habib and Françoise Gorog at Sainte-Anne in Paris. Another version was presented on 
September 23, 2022 as a keynote lecture at the conference on “Dialogue and the Art of Listening” 
organized by Essi Ikonen and Claudia Welz in Aarhus. To them, I want to express my gratitude. 
2 Comparative Hearing: Insects, ed. Ronald R. Hoy, Arthur N. Popper, and Richard R. Fay (New York: 
Springer, 1998), 2 
3 David D. Yager and Ronald R. Hoy, “The Cyclopean Ear: A New Sense for the Praying Mantis,” Science 
231, no. 4739 (February 14, 1986). 
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the singular instead of the plural and tell his friend, Dr. Watson4: As a medical man, you 

are aware, Watson, that there is no part of the body which varies so much as the human 

ear.” This first singular, “the human ear,” could be understood as generic: as referring 

to the ear in general, no matter how many ears are involved. But in the next sentence, 

the singular could designate a truly singular ear, different from all others, including the 

one with which it could be paired: “Each ear is as a rule quite distinctive, and differs 

from all other ones.” The use of the singular is quite singular. 

It is true that Holmes (or Conan Doyle) could have read a very similar use of the 

singular in the then recent study by French criminologist Alphonse Bertillon. Bertillon’s 

book, La Photographie judiciaire, avec un appendice sur la classification et 

l’identification anthropométriques (“Forensic Photography: With an Appendix on 

Anthropometric Classification and Identification”), was published in 1890, three years 

before The Adventure of the Cardboard Box. In his appendix on anthropometry, 

Bertillon dedicates a number of pages to the ear where he uses a singular that sounds 

as a likely source for Holmes’s:5 “We will conclude the examination of the profile by the 

study of the ear, which, thanks to the multiple valleys and hills that criss-cross it, is the 

most important factor from the point of view of identification. It is almost impossible 

to stumble upon two ears that are identical in all their parts [. . .].” Holmes’s reference 

to the Anthropological Journal (“In last year’s Anthropological Journal you will find two 

short monographs of my pen on the subject,” he says to Watson) might hide a reference 

to Bertillon’s work in criminology and his focus on ears, illustrated by a number of 

drawings, one of which provides also a detailed nomenclature of all the parts, the “hills” 

and “valleys” (97). 

 

 
4 Arthur Conan Doyle, “The Adventure of the Cardboard Box,” The Strand Magazine, vol. V, January-June 
1893, 68. 
5 Alphonse Bertillon, La Photographie judiciaire (Paris: Gauthier-Villars et fils, 1890), 95. 
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But Holmes’s use of the singular, even if it seems inspired by the work of Bertillon 

on anthropometry and surveillance, is quite singular. Let us read it again, carefully (68): 

“Each ear is as a rule quite distinctive, and differs from all other ones.” Holmes’s 

sentence is singular in its undecidability: it is difficult to say if it as a pair or as a unique 

ear (regardless of the presence or absence of its symmetrical other) that “each ear” is 

different from what Holmes refers to as “all other ones,” with the word “ones” also 

taking on a singular resonance. If each ear has nothing in common with all other ears, 

does it also differ from the one with which it is paired, its inverted double, its alter-ear 

on the other side of the skull? And if this exemplary difference of the ear can be 

extended to what distinguishes it from its duplicate on the right or on the left, should 

one go as far as to say that each ear differs from what is identical to it, from its twin, 

i.e. even from itself? 

The detective plot of Conan Doyle’s short story begins with the arrival of a 

package in which two ears are found. Two ears that don’t add up to a pair. Here is what 

Holmes and Watson learn in the newspaper that day, in the Daily Chronicle (63): “Miss 

Susan Cushing, living at Cross Street, Croydon, has been made the victim of what must 

be regarded as a peculiarly revolting practical joke, unless some more sinister meaning 

should prove to be attached to the incident. At two o’clock yesterday afternoon a small 

packet, wrapped in brown paper, was handed in by the postman. A cardboard box was 

inside, which was filled with coarse salt. On emptying this, Miss Cushing was horrified 

to find two human ears, apparently quite freshly severed. 

Now these ears are twice severed, so to speak: each of them is detached from the 

head it belonged to, like the ear that Van Gogh famously cut off from himself; but each 

of them is also detached from its other, the other with which it would or should 

constitute a pair, in the fashion of every human or animal ear worthy of the name, 
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except perhaps in the praying mantis. Such is the conclusion reached by Holmes, after 

he went to Miss Cushing’s house and carefully observed the ears in their postal 

package (65): “the ears are not a pair.” 

This is an absolutely uncanny moment, when the two ears don’t add up, when 

they don’t match in their disturbing and unsettling copresence as two “dreadful relics” 

(Watson’s words) juxtaposed in the same box. But the uncanniness soon evaporates 

when Holmes, who begins his inquiry with the hypothesis of a double murder, observes 

that “one of these ears is a woman’s, small, finely formed, and pierced for an earring,” 

while “the other is a man’s, sunburned, discoloured, and also pierced for an earring” 

(65). By being attributed, if only to a given gender, to a woman and a man who are yet 

unknown, the said ears begin to be restituted, reattached, repatriated towards their 

origins: they are literally about to be re-paired, paired again with their other, the one 

with which they make a pair. 

But before this happens, there is another moment of floating suspense, another 

uncanny unmooring. Let us continue reading the passage we began (68): “As a medical 

man, you are aware, Watson, that there is no part of the body which varies so much as 

the human ear. Each ear is as a rule quite distinctive, and differs from all other ones.” 

After his passing reference to the Anthropological Journal, Holmes very clearly borrows 

from the lexicon used by Bertillon in his description of the ear; once again, its singularity 

is puzzling: “I had therefore examined the ears in the box with the eyes of an expert, 

and had carefully noted their anatomical peculiarities. Imagine my surprise then, when, 

on looking at Miss Cushing, I perceived that her ear corresponded exactly with the 

female ear which I had just inspected. The matter was entirely beyond coincidence. 

There was the same shortening of the pinna [a synonym for auricle, the outer portion 

of the ear, from the Latin pinna, meaning feather, wing, or fin], the same broad curve 

of the upper lobe, the same convolution of the inner cartilage. In all essentials it was 
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the same ear.” So, after the uncanniness of two ears that don’t match, that don’t make 

a pair, the reader is now faced with an even more fantastic and troubling possibility: if 

the female ear in the box is the same, exactly the same as Miss Cushing’s, who is 

standing in front of Holmes with her pair of ears solidly glued onto her head, how can 

it be, how can we even imagine that the unpaired ear would be her third ear? 

Of course, this hypothesis is absurd and nothing suggests it explicitly in the 

narrative. But I am willing to bet that any reader, before moving on to the next 

paragraph (where Holmes comes to the conclusion that the female victim was “a blood 

relation” of Miss Cushing’s, “and probably a very close one”), any reader, I was saying, 

will have thought, if only for a short instant: but she can’t have three ears, can she? 

Three ears, that’s impossible, right? 

And yet, this uncanny singularity of the ear, as narrated in Conan Doyle’s short 

story, is not a hapax, not a single occurrence without equivalents. Indeed, the staging 

of unpaired ears in The Adventure of the Cardboard Box (unpaired, as we saw, either 

because they are single or because they are more than two) could be compared, or 

paired, with a remarkable formulation that occurs at least three times in Nietzsche’s 

writings. In 1886, in § 246 of Beyond Good and Evil, we read: “What torture German 

books are for anyone with a third ear! How reluctantly he stands by the slowly revolving 

quagmire of toneless tones and rhythms without dance that the Germans call a ‘book’!” 

Five years earlier, Nietzsche also counted more than two ears in the “Conversation 

about music” (Gespräch über Musik) that is part of Daybreak (§ 255): one of the two 

characters in this dialogue, referred to as B, says to A: “I have two ears, and more if 

need be.” And two years after Beyond Good and Evil, in his preface to Twilight of the 

Idols, Nietzsche described himself, this time, as “someone with ears even behind his 
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ears.”6 Beyond Nietzsche and borrowed from him, we find this third ear playing a 

prominent role in a book by psychoanalyst Theodor Reik, who was one of Freud’s first 

students in Vienna: after emigrating to the United States in order the flee Nazism, he 

published Listening With the Third Ear in 1949. In the chapter that repeats the title of 

the book within the book (chapter XV: “The Third Ear”), Reik explicitly refers to 

Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil when he writes (144): “The psychoanalyst has to 

learn how one mind speaks to another beyond words and in silence. He must learn to 

listen ‘with the third ear’.”7 Two pages later, Reik compares this third ear with the inner 

ear, which is also written in the singular. Like the third, the inner ear cannot be paired, 

it has no match and, as such, it is monstrous (147): “No doubt, the third ear of which we 

often speak will appear to many not only as an anatomical, but also as a psychological, 

abnormality—even to psychologists. But do we not speak of hearing with the ‘inner 

ear[?]’ What Nietzsche meant is not identical with this figure of speech, but it is akin to 

it.” 

By “inner ear,” I guess that Reik is referring to sounds that we hear from the inside, 

without any external cause, like the inner speech that we often hear in our heads when 

we read. Or he might be alluding to a long religious tradition that found its paradigmatic 

formulation in Augustine’s recurring phrase, in his Confessions, i.e. “the ears,” or “the 

ear” (both forms, singular and plural, occur), “of the heart.” These words, auris cordis 

(singular) or aures cordis (plural), are everywhere in Augustine’s autobiographical 

meditation on faith; let me take just three samples: “May I learn this from thee who art 

Truth, and may I apply the ear of my heart unto thy mouth [aurem cordis mei ori tuo], 

that thou mayest tell me the reason, why weeping should be so sweet to people in 

 
6 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 138; Daybreak, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 144; 
The Anti-Christ, Ecce Homo, Twilight of the Idols, and Other Writings, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 155. 
7 Theodor Reik, Listening With the Third Ear (New York: Farrar, Straus and Company, 1949), 144. 
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misery?,” Augustine asks God (book IV, chapter 5); or again (book IV, chapter 9): “Be 

not foolish, O my Soul, and make not the ear of thine heart [aure cordis] deaf, with the 

tumult of thy folly;” and, in the plural now, Augustine later evokes the “corporeal 

fictions” that were resonating in “the ears of my heart [cordis mei auribus],” disturbing 

him while he was trying to hear the “inward melody [interiorem melodiam]” of truth 

(book IV, chapter 15).8 

The inner ear, then, is as prone as the third to be unpaired. And in their singularity 

that oscillates between singular and plural, they can strain to hear inward or outward, 

as Reik suggests a few lines further on (146-7): “One of the peculiarities of this third 

ear is that it works two ways. It can catch what other people do not say, but only feel 

and think; and it can also be turned inward. It can hear voices from within the self that 

are otherwise not audible because they are drowned out by the noise of our conscious 

thought-processes.” The third ear, as the inner ear, is not only attuned to the other; it 

is attuned to otherness, both without and within, when it strains to hearken to the voice 

of the unconscious or of the divine. 

This is why, in Nietzsche’s “Conversation on Music,” when the third ear is 

mentioned by B in his response to A (“I have two ears, and more if need be”), what 

happens is not simply an exchange between two listeners about what they are hearing. 

Each of these listeners carries within her or his ears the possibility of having more – or 

less – than two, which makes it impossible to count them. What goes on in Nietzsche’s 

listening scene (a generic listening scene that has no specific characters, only abstract 

roles, embodied by the letters A and B), is certainly not a monologue, of course, since 

there are two characters involved. Neither is it a talk or chat between two participants, 

a duologue (the word exists at least since the end of the nineteenth century and it has 

 
8 St. Augustine’s Confessions, I, trans. William Watts (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1912), 162, 177, 
and 195. 
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been used, for example, to describe one of Conan Doyle’s least successful works, a 

play produced in London in 1902 under the title A Duet); it is not a duologue since at 

least one of the characters, B, has more than two ears, making her or him count as 

more than one. And neither is it a trialogue, because this additional or supernumerary 

ear, being unpaired, is not attributable to a third participant. 

These words, monologue, duologue, trialogue, have been coined as a result of an 

erroneous reading of the prefix “dia-” in “dialogue.” “Dia-” doesn’t mean two, as it is 

generally assumed. It means “through, across, between, in different directions, 

asunder. . .” So we could describe Nietzsche’s “Conversation on Music” as a dialogue in 

this sense: not only are we never alone when we listen, not only is there always 

another, an A for a B or a B for an A. But each of these listeners is also split in him- or 

herself, as they carry the ear of the other within.9 

Let’s call this ear of the other, the supernumerary ear to which listening is 

addressed within me, let’s call the inner addressee of listening: the listenee. And in 

order to try to gain some insights into the effects of this listenee that every listening 

situation structurally implies, let’s turn towards another Nietzschean scene, an 

educational scene this time, a scene that he stages in his lectures On the Future of Our 

Educational Institutions.10 There, the lecturer (I refrain from calling him Nietzsche, in 

order to keep the possibility open that Nietzsche is the one who stages the lectures 

rather than simply delivering them) says right at the beginning of his first lecture (3): “I 

overheard two remarkable men talking on just this topic,” i.e. on what education and 

its institutions could or should become. 

 
9 On the ear of the other as the very condition of possibility for any listening act, see Peter Szendy, 
Listen : A History of Our Ears, trans. Charlotte Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 142; 
and Peter Szendy, Of Stigmatology: Punctuation as Experience, trans. Jan Plug (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2018), 42. 
10 Friedrich Nietzsche, Anti-Education: On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, trans. Damion 
Searls (New York: New York Review Books, 2016. 



11
/2

6/
20

22
 

 
 

9 

 

Now, what is most fascinating in these lectures is not so much the explicit content 

of the lecturer’s discourse or the content of the conversation that he overheard, even 

though there are of course important topics among them, such as “the academic 

division of labor” (18) within science (die Arbeitstheilung in der Wissenschaft). Rather 

than their explicit topics, then, what I find most thought-provoking in the lectures on 

education staged by Nietzsche is the obliquity and chance-like character of listening. 

Indeed, their motto could be what the lecturer remembers saying to himself when he 

overheard the conversation he transcribes for us (13): “What they’re saying applies to 

us, even if it was not meant for us” (es paßt auf uns, wenn es uns auch nicht gilt). This 

statement—truly remarkable beneath its apparent banality—occurs right after an 

anthem to uselessness: “how proud we were not to be of use!” the lecturer exclaims, 

remembering his years of study in the gymnasium (the German college-preparatory 

school), when his activities and learning were “carefree” and devoid of any “goal-

directed” perspective. But his statement (“What they’re saying applies to us, even if it 

was not meant for us”) also appears as the immediate consequences or result of the 

very event that gives their singular auditory structure to the lectures, i.e. what we could 

call, borrowing an ancient Greek term for overhearing or eavesdropping, their 

catacoustic form (katakouein is the verb used by Socrates in Plato’s Protagoras, 314c, 

when he says that he and his companions were “overheard” [katēkouen] by a 

doorkeeper; and the same verb is used, four centuries later, by Strabo in volume 14 of 

his Geography, when he talks about the pirates who dwell along the coast of Mount 

Corycus: “hence it is that we call every person who is a busybody and tries to overhear 

[katakouein] private and secret conversations a Corycaean”). 

So here is how Nietzsche’s lecturer describes the catacoustic moment when what 

he first believes to be “nature-music” (Naturmusik) turns out to be a conversation 
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between two as yet unknown interlocutors, a dialogue between an A and a B (13): “It 

[i.e. the noise or “nature-music”] grew gradually more insistent, more articulated. 

Suddenly I became conscious that I was listening [plötzlich wurde ich mir bewußt daß 

ich zuhörte], that I was listening in [or eavesdropping: daß ich lauschte], that I was 

listening in passionately [daß ich mit Leidenschaft lauschte], that I was all ears [mit 

vorgestrecktem Ohre zuhörte].” The completely unforeseen and unforeseeable event, 

here, is the very act of listening in, which seems to happen almost unwittingly or 

unconsciously: when one becomes conscious of it, it has already taken place. 

Catacoustics or overhearing, in principle, should not be an acceptable, appropriate 

auditory mode for education or learning.11 Indeed, when one of the overheard 

interlocutors or dialogists, when the character identified as the old philosopher in 

Nietzsche’s lectures describes “the academic system as seen from the outside” (der 

äußerliche akademische Apparat) and “the educational machinery of the university in 

action” (die in Thätigkeit gesetzte Bildungsmaschine der Universität), he depicts them 

as the opposite of overhearing. “How are your students connected to the university?,” 

he asks. And he continues: “We answer: Through the ear—they take part in university 

life as listeners. The foreigner is amazed and asks: Purely by listening? Purely by 

listening, we repeat.” 

Now, this listening relation is further described as “one speaking mouth plus many 

ears and half as many writing hands” (75), with each pair of ears (each student) 

connected to the academic mouth, that is to say “attached to the university by a kind 

of umbilical cord” (an der Nabelschnur der Universität hängt). To this disciplined or 

disciplining mode of listening Nietzsche’s philosopher gives a name that is as remote 

as possible from the catacoustics of overhearing: it is “the ‘acroamatic’ method of 

 
11 On overhearing and its genealogies, see Peter Szendy, All Ears: The Aesthetics of Espionage, 
trans. Roland Végsö (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017). 



11
/2

6/
20

22
 

 
 

11 

instruction,” he says, borrowing an ancient Greek term used to designate the kind of 

aural attention paid by disciples to their master (the verb akroaomai meant “to listen 

to” but also “to obey,” and an akroōmenos was someone who heard lectures). 

Well, then, we could argue, I guess, that Nietzsche’s lecturer, fond as he is of 

catacoustics, is precisely the opposite of a magisterial figure, right? The master, in the 

lectures, would be the philosopher who teaches a doctrine (maybe even a doctrine 

about teaching, or about listening), whereas the lecturer himself has no intention of 

teaching something, transitively (of teaching a lesson, let alone a lesson about teaching 

itself or listening). He is content with narrating a conversation he overheard. 

Indeed, the lecturer says right at the beginning of his first lecture that his “retelling 

of this conversation” (Wiedererzählung jenes Gesprächs) will be understood only by 

listeners “who guess at once what can only be hinted at [sofort errathen was nur 

angedeutet warden konnte], who fill in what must be left hidden, who, in short, need 

only be reminded, not taught [nicht belehrt]” (4). If overhearing is the aural modality of 

the depicted or narrated scene, then guessing is how the addressees of its depiction or 

narration (the audience of the lectures) are supposed to relate to it. Guess-listening is 

how those who retrospectively turn out to be the listenees of the overheard 

conversation are meant to hear it. To say that this is an unusual way of thinking about 

education or learning is an understatement; it is indeed a dangerous move in the 

direction of what many would be tempted to see as complete chaos or indiscipline. As 

chance, or maybe rather the logic of the unconscious, governing education. If we let 

guessing creep into the acroamatic educational machinery, we surely expose it to the 

constant risk or threat of mishearing. 
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Nietzsche didn’t shy away, though, from such a move when he wrote, in a 

posthumous fragment from 1881:12 “We hear little and unreliably, when we don’t 

understand a language that is spoken around us. Likewise for a music that is foreign to 

us. . . . Hearing-well is a continuous guessing and filling-in, then, of the few sensations 

that were really perceived.” Mishearing, misunderstanding is what the Greeks called 

parakouein: the verb is used by Socrates in Plato’s Theaetetus for “hear[ing] amiss” 

[195a]), but it also means to overhear, for example in Plato’s Euthydemus (300d). 

Could it be that dialogue—the hierarchically governed dialogue between master 

and disciple—becomes truly dialogic only when catacoustics and paracoustics creep 

into it? Might overhearing and mishearing be a modality for thinking about the future 

of education and of the university in particular? It is certainly unexpected, to say the 

least, to think of academia as a space where catacoustics and paracoustics should be 

deeply cared about. But, conversely, shouldn’t we be wary of what a university would 

become were it to no longer have room for overhearing and mishearing? 

While these questions resonate, let me briefly summarize what we have read in 

Conan Doyle’s and Nietzsche’s discourses or fictions about ears, in their otological 

considerations and speculations. 

The Adventure of the Cardboard Box has introduced us to the uncanny possibility 

of unpairing ears. We took it seriously—almost literally—and we ended up reflecting 

upon the singularity of the inner ear and of the third ear. It was Nietzsche who first  

mentioned this supernumerary ear “behind” one’s ears. And it is after auscultating his 

 
12 Friedrich Nietzsche, Nachgelassene Fragmente 1880-1882, ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari 
(München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1988), 445 (fragment 11 [13]): Wir hören wenig und unsicher, 
wenn wir eine Sprache nicht verstehen, die um uns gesprochen wird. Ebenso bei einer Musik, die uns 
fremd ist, wie die chinesische. Das Guthören ist also wohl ein fortwährendes Errathen und Ausfüllen der 
wenigen wirklich wahrgenommenen Empfindungen. 
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transcript of a “Conversation about music” that we then wondered about the place of 

the other in any listening scene. 

To this other who triangulates listening, who both focuses it on and deviates it 

from the audiendum (from what is to be heard), we gave a name: the listenee, the 

addressee of listening. And finally, we tried to get a glimpse of the unsettling effects of 

the listenee in one particular listening situation where mastery and control are 

involved: in the academy, in what Nietzsche calls our “educational institutions.” 

In doing so, we might have taken a few steps on the way to what we could call a 

politics of listening.  


